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The Art of Surviving 
by Lanyakea 


Summary 


Suffering from amnesia that eradicated all memories of his past, Peter is forced to learn to 
survive underground in a nuclear shelter with a cranky man after waking up in a post- 
apocalyptic world. The teenager will soon realize that the hardest thing to surmount is neither 
the end of the world, nor the loss of memory, but cohabitation. 


Were they really worthy of being humanity's last hope? 


Notes 


Hi guys! 


I'm so, so, so happy to finally be able to post this first chapter. I've been working on this 
fanfiction for several weeks, learning about each of the themes that will be broached, and 
working on each of the potential outcomes of the plot. And here I am. Ready to share this 
with you. 


I have to warn you about the tags. For the moment, all the tags supposed to be attached with 
the summary are not yet present. I preferred to avoid the spoilers. However, each chapter will 
have its own warnings at the beginning or end of the chapter (you can tell me in the 
comments which you prefer). But keep in mind that this story includes dark themes, and it is 
possible that the content rating will go up to E depending on my writing throughout the 
journey. We'll see. 


Moreover, this fiction is a divergent canon. The movies happened the same until Civil War. 


That being said... buckle your seat belts. Enjoy the ride. 


See the end of the work for more notes 


New Horizon 


He opened his eyes and inhaled deeply, his mouth wide open and his lungs burning as if he 
was breathing in air for the very first time. 


From this first inspiration, he sensed his new life was beginning. 


His instinct drove him to sit up as he clawed at his chest over his clothes, greedy for oxygen. 
He noticed the dryness and tightness in his throat, as if he had spent a long time screaming. 
As if scorching sand had flowed down his windpipe. He desperately needed to drink, and to 
breathe. 


Here. 


Here was neither hot nor cold. It was neither too dark nor too light. It didn't smell bad, and it 
didn't smell good either. 


Nothing. 


That was all he had to say about how this place — here — was inspiring him. It was all he 
could find in his head when he tried to figure out why he was here, on this gray couch, half 
wrapped in a blanket and his hands covered in dirty bandages. When the boy attempted to cry 
out for someone - anyone - nothing came out of his mouth. He knew he could talk, but he 
didn't know who to call. He had no name to pronounce. Who was supposed to help him? 


Trying to speak reminded him how thirsty he was. Painfully thirsty. 


So, he abruptly turned his head side to side to take in his surroundings, nearly unscrewing his 
head in the process. 


Walls, cupboards, a ceiling, a table with unmatching chairs, a bed... These were things he 
could recognize and name. 


He caught sight of a filled cup on the coffee table alongside the sofa he was on, directly in 
front of him. Without thinking he reached out a hand to grab the container and swallowed 
down the entirety of the water in two big gulps. It wasn't enough to quench his thirst, but the 
boy could now think of more than his sore and swollen throat. It was one less problem. 


Once again he looked around, doing his best not to panic. He had to struggle with the blanket 
to get rid of it before he could get up; immediately on his feet, the boy felt his weak legs 


shake. So he sat down for a second, and tried again. His whole body ached. What had 
happened to him? 


It wasn't the kind of question he was currently capable of answering, so he focused on 
exploring. It was something he could do, if it wasn't the only thing. 


The room was large. Rectangular in shape, he could distinguish two parts thanks to a wooden 
arch located near the center which divided the space. The boy stood on the left of this arch, in 
what appeared to be both a kitchen and a living room. To the right was a Queen bed in the 
upper corner, adjacent to a nightstand. It was a bedroom, or a place to rest he guessed 
absently as he spun around frantically. The kitchen was at the other end. There was a big 
shelf full of tin cans and jars, and a big L-shaped counter. Also, there was a door. 


A massive metal door, with face-level glass that exposed the darkness outside. The boy 
walked over, swallowing back the anguish that threatened to make him throw up whatever 
might be in his stomach right now, and he discerned the red handle. It was the exit, he could 
tell. He felt it. However nothing happened when he made a first attempt to open it. Even 
when he pressed the handle more insistently and vigorously shook the door. It remained 
sealed and perfectly still. Yet, that was the only way out. 


The thought of being locked up alone in an unknown place sinked into his guts, and he felt 
himself grow pale. The boy stared at the obscurity through the glass for a few more moments 
before starting to hit on the door with his fists and feet, until it hurt, until something 
happened. He shouted. 


"Help! Is someone there?! I am stuck! Help!" 


His voice sounded funny, he noticed as he continued to drum on the door. It was high-pitched 
and quavering. Unfamiliar. 


"Please! I'm stuck...!" 
Was he going to die here? Alone and without any answer? 


He banged on the door for another minute with all his willpower, ignoring the stinging pain 
in his hands, when a new voice appeared out of nowhere. 


"Woah. Hello there." 


The boy whirled around, almost falling for lack of balance. Then he saw a man. He was 
standing at the other end of that greenish room, with a tired face and a headphone hanging 
around the back of his neck from which some musical notes could be heard. He wasn't 
familiar, either. 


"You were trying to smash my door." the newcomer growled. "A grudge against it or 
something?" 


He took a few steps forward as the man eyed him questioningly. 


"I... I... Where am I? Why am I here?!" The younger man managed to stammer despite his 
aching throat. Before he had taken the time to properly catch his breath or give the stranger a 
chance to respond, he continued. "What is this place?" 


He swore he saw the man roll his eyes. Was it so obvious? Was he supposed to know this 
place? 


This time it was the stranger who approached. His hands were slightly raised to coax him to 
calm down, but the boy was unable to downplay the situation. He desperately needed 
answers. 


"First, don't shout. My head hurts like hell. Second, don't get so agitated. I've stitched you up 
quite a lot in the last few hours, and you've lost a lot of blood. I don't want to climb back up 
and dig a grave for you. So be nice, and be quiet." 


This person's nonchalance was almost noxious to the boy's eyes. It contradicted his urge to 
scream and let out his frustration. Maybe the man understood what was running around in his 
head, since he heard him sigh and come a little closer. 


"I imagine it must be weird to wake up in a place other than where you fell asleep last, but 
don't be afraid. Here, you have nothing to fear. We're plenty far away." 


Far away? He shook his head, unsure of what this strange man's words meant. He wanted to 
go outside, but this man seemed against the prospect of opening that door. The situation 
wasn't making any sense for him, he found himself unable to find any rational hypothesis. 
Was this even real? Briefly, he wanted to laugh. Or cry. 


"I have to go outside... I have to get out!" 
"This door will remain closed." 


"No, No... open it!" The boy glanced at said door, before turning to the stranger when the 
concerned let out a humorless chuckle. 


"Well. You must have lost your mind, or you're suicidal to suggest such bullshit. Maybe 
you're just a fool, I don't know. But don't count on me to open it. And don't you try to do it 
either. Don't touch it. Simple rule. For both of our sakes." 


He blinked several times, wiping away the tears that had gathered there and clouded his 
vision. 


"What are you talking about? It's... it's just a door... I don't understand." 
The man's frown deepened. 


"That door isn't the problem. It's what is behind this door. I don't know how you managed to 
survive, honey, but I guess it's not because of the little brain of yours. You look so 
problematic. No one is supposed to go outside. You're lucky I found you, you would probably 
be dead by now if you had been up there any longer." 


Most of the words that came out of the stranger's mouth still meant nothing to the boy. He 
understood them, but couldn't process their significance. Something was missing, a big piece 
of a puzzle. This man knew things that he didn't. 


"Dead...? You... wait a minute, wait. I don't understand. What's happening?" 


The corners of the man's mouth lifted in an impish grin. "I saved your life, kid. It means you 
owe me." 


Here 


Chapter Notes 


Hey! 


Here is Chapter 2 of "The Art of Surviving"! Nothing out of the ordinary in this chapter, 
but it's still about Peter's immersion in his new life! 


This fanfiction, if not overflowing with action, will hopefully be filled with suspense! 


Back on the same couch he had woken up on a few hours earlier, the boy was submerged in a 
listless trance. 


He was here. 
Here again. 


Physically, he was at a precise point. In a specific location. He knew he was surrounded by 
walls, a roof, a floor, he was aware of this stability. And yet, he was totally lost. 


His thoughts were a puzzle, though none of the pieces were meant to match. The shapes were 
square and triangular and oval. Nothing coincided. From the moment the teenager had sat 
down, he hadn't been capable of drawing anything out of his reflexion. It didn't matter how 
much he racked his brain. No matter how hard he tortured himself and concentrated beyond 
the imaginable: nothing was happening. Not the slightest spark of clairvoyance. No hint of 
understanding. 


He was right here, with no explanation. 


Without much conviction (probably more because he needed someone to blame than he 
needed to remain immersed in eternal shock) he decided that his state of mind was absolutely 
associated with, if not the entire responsibility of, the unfriendly and taciturn behavior of his 
"savior". However, the boy did nothing other than remain entrenched in prolonged silence, if 
only to digest his situation and the information previously revealed. 


The man was in the kitchen area. He could hear the clicking of various kitchen utensils. 


Naturally, this caught his attention. Maybe it was for the best - he felt like his skull was going 
to explode eventually under the onslaught of all these thoughts, these nefarious questions. So, 
he shyly peeped up, his eyes noticeably red-rimmed and puffy, and he attempted to find out 
what his strange "roommate" was up to. 


The boy thought he recognized tin cans scattered on the counter, maybe beans. His stomach 
growled noticably; only then did he realize how hungry he was. When was the last time he 
had consumed anything except for the water he had gulped down when he woke up? 


At the same time, he heard the man mumble something about the oven and saving some 
energy. He didn't seem to care at all about him, or his insistent gaze. 


Sighing, the teen swallowed back his bitterness. 
He felt immensely empty. 


It wasn't just his stomach, or this place. It was something else. When he ventured to try and 
take a step back from the situation - his situation - he could only retreat until the moment he 
emerged earlier in the day. It was his one and only memory before the present. The most 
distant. Beyond that, it was dark and unknown. There was something missing, he knew it. 
However, and that was perhaps what troubled him the most, the boy felt nothing about it. He 
couldn't name any emotions about this supposed loss; there was no mourning, no sadness, no 
fear. There was only the present he could care about. 


The only good thing he could afford to risk time and energy for was the present. 


It was a poor consolation, but it was a start and above all a shadow of a goal. He was going to 
have to content himself with that if he wanted to find enough motivation to unravel the 


mystery. 

But in order to analyze something he needed elements and clues. 

He had nothing. 

His... dear roommate had given him nothing more, except for a terrible first impression. 
Speaking of him. 


He scrutinized him even more intensely if that was possible, as if his features held a secret or 
a riddle that needed to be unsealed. Then he wondered if this man was somehow familiar to 
him. But there was nothing special about observing him, or maybe only a form of irritation 
and mistrust. From what he had seen so far, it was hard to find a kind word to say about him. 
This person was boorish and overall emanated a negative aura which didn't make the boy 
want to come any closer. 


Still, there was one fact that not even all the animosity he had for this stranger could erase: he 
wasn't alone. 


And although their first meeting had been somewhat tense and confusing, the boy had to 
admit that this man had presumably helped him. That's what he'd said. He couldn't be as 
mean as he looked. 


"Do I have something on my face or what?" The stranger suddenly blurted, interrupting the 
teenager in his thoughts. "I think you've just gotten past the 'frankly creepy’, I just wanted to 
point it out to you before I spend the next few hours getting stared at, which, between us, isn't 
that bad, but I would have preferred it to be by a pretty, blonde, blue eyed woman - 36C - if 
you know what I mean." 


The new-comer of the bunker didn't stir. 


A sigh later, the man groaned. "Out of all the people I could've run into, it had to be a weird 
brat. Yay." 


The teenager concluded that he didn't like his roommate. And it was apparently mutual. 


It appeared that the presence of one disturbed the peace of the other, which was unfortunate 
since they were both stuck in the same place. A little more than a few hours ago, the boy 
wanted to go out. Not necessarily outside, but... just somewhere other than here. Without 
thinking about it, he expressed this desire. He couldn't keep everything. 


"I have to leave." 
A chuckle was his only response. 


"I'm not kidding!" The younger took offense. "I have to get out of here, I really have to! I 
can't stay here!" 


His insistence must not have been of much value if he believed the patronizing air the man 
had as he walked up to him with a bow] in his hands. 


"Here. Eat." 


The cold food in the container almost spilled onto his clothes when the bowl was slammed 
sharply against his chest - if he hadn't had the instinct to try to grab it, then his meal would 
probably already be on the floor. 


"Thank... you?" 
His roommate sniffed. 
What a nice individual. 


If it weren't for hunger gnawing in his stomach so much, the boy probably would have 
thrown the bow] right at him. Instead, he rushed to devour everything. And indeed, it was 
cold. 


He stuffed a huge spoonful of beans into his mouth, audibly moaning at the satisfaction he 
was drawing from the stretching of his cheeks filled with food, and when he was about to 


repeat his request the man stalled him. 
"I think you got it wrong, kid." 
No. Clearly not. 


He glared at the older man as he picked up a new spoon. It seemed to be the only thing he 
could do without having to use his brain. 


"Getting outside isn't an option." 


His tone was sternly resolved, and left little room for a potential discussion. Though, it wasn't 
enough to discourage the teenager; he actually had more questions. 


Outside. This was where he wanted to go. But outside, that was where this stranger forbade 
him to go. He was going to need more information if he wanted to start seeing things more 
clearly, he couldn't just give in and accept that possibility. 


"Why? What's outside? And why are we here?! I don't even know where we are, or even who 
you are! Hey! Are you going to talk to me, yes or no? I'm talking to you! What's going on 
with that damn door?" 


This time he didn't get a sigh or an annoyed snort, but he could spot the stranger rolling his 
eyes as he dragged a bucket towards a faucet with one small valve which protruded from the 
wall facing the couch. He watched him manipulate a few secondary cranks, until water came 
out of the pipe in a remarkable din. 


Grimacing, he tried his luck again. "In case you didn't hear me, I asked you a question!" 
But nothing, again. 


With a frustrated frown he finished his meal in silence, secretly watching his roommate. 
Then, miraculously, the man spoke. 


"Are you amnesic, or something?" 


It was certainly not worry that came from his voice, but irony and mockery. The teenager 
knew the interrogation was rhetorical. It only kindled the irritation that was laying dormant in 
him. 


"I don't remember reporting it." He huffed, slamming his now empty bow! on the table. 
Another laugh, without humor. "Yeah, you're proving me a point." 


Turning off the water once the bucket half full, the stranger straightened up and wheeled 
around to face the boy. He crossed his arms over his chest with a look that was both annoyed 
and intrigued. 


And now that he had his full attention, the teenager felt strangely intimidated by those dark 
eyes that seemed to scan him so thoroughly that his soul was wriggling miserably in 


submission. He concealed his discomfort by shifting mechanically on the couch, readjusting a 
position that didn't needed to be readjusted. 


"I refuse to believe that one of the only survivors 1s a lucky idiot. So I'm going to bet on the 
fact that you hit your head a little too hard and had the biggest blackout of your life. You can't 
just... not know. Not after what happened." 


With a blank voice and large, frightened eyes like a child venturing to beg for a ghost story, 
the younger swallowed. "What happened?" 


He saw the man's jaw tighten. He saw him hesitating, and defeated. But, eventually, he 
pointed his index finger at the ceiling. 


"The end of the world." 


He remembered the Earth. 
Round, blue, bursting with life and water. 


He could picture cities, but no specific location. Nothing that was familiar to him. Ditto for 
faces. None. There was only the man's with whom he shared this place. 


Perhaps the only possession of his forgotten past were bits of memories, general and 
impersonal images. 


But was it possible that all of that too had been eradicated, just as the man had mentioned? 
He could hardly imagine the end of the world - the end of everything. 


If everything on this planet had disappeared, how did it even happen? How could such a vast 
world vanish? That was all the boy could remember, and yet he was told it was already 
ancient history. 


All that, lost? 
And where were they now? Why were they still alive? Where were the other humans? 


He eyed the ceiling sorrily, one hand dreamily massaging his still growling stomach. This 
time he felt like he was grieving over something. If he couldn't be sorry for his lost memory, 
he was no less upset for the world on the surface. Near or far, he had a connection with it. But 
it was gone. 


He needed answers. 


Looking around and getting up from the couch, he found that his roommate was nowhere in 
sight. He was probably in the next room, adjacent to the rest area of the bunker. Noise and 
lights emanated from it. 


So he approached it slowly, almost timidly. Briefly, he wondered if he was allowed to go 
through the doorless frame and down the two steps that led to this space still unknown to his 
new world. He was certainly not at home, and he obviously hadn't been invited downstairs 
neither. Was it overstepping? He tried to lean down first to get a better look at the room, but 
curiosity had the last word; he came down frankly. 


What he found down there was far from what he had expected. 


There were cables all over the place snaking on the floor and on the walls, all connected to 
screens of various sizes. Screens, many of them, all around him, displaying series of numbers 
and other codes the teenager was unable to decipher. In the center of the room was a large 
circular table - several holograms fluttered above, some representing maps and others 
coordinates. It was definitely nothing like the other part of the bunker, the one where the boy 
had woken up. This place specifically sparked something in him, though he couldn't name it. 


Finally, he noticed his roommate tinkering with a radio, screwdriver in hand and flashlight 
stuck between his teeth. It wasn't long before got noticed; a pair of dark eyes darted up in his 
direction, and for a short moment he perceived the shock inside them. Then, a scowl covered 
the man's features. 


"What are you doing here? Out!" The older man rebuked, removing the flashlight from his 
mouth, while his other hand waved to the two staircases. "Forbidden to children!" 


"W-What...? But I-" 
"Out!" 


Feeling like a scolded puppy, the boy headed back where he came from with his tail between 
his legs. He didn't venture to question the man further, nor to express the deep sense of 
injustice that roared in him whenever he found himself near this guy. It was vain. 


And he was tired. 
Back upstairs, he was greeted by a direct view of the bunker's one and only bed. 


It didn't look exceptional, or remarkably comfortable, or even attractive. But, damn it, he just 
wanted to collapse on it and curl up in the cover until he formed a perfect cocoon, impervious 
to this new and frightening reality. His poor, aching back only needed a proper mattress. 


However, he could only assume that his dear roommate would never grant him such a favor. 
Besides, he heard him scream from his den just before he could have a chance to ask, 


"And stay away from my bed! The sofa will be just fine for you!" 


Douchebag. 


Numb and worn out, he rejoined his new bed like a condemned man walking towards his 
death. The couch wasn't that bad, but the boy felt a bit lonely and cramped there. Fortunately, 
he had a blanket to keep him warm. Maybe it was a luxury here. 


And as he wriggled to find a more or less suitable position, trying to find positive things to 
muse about this place, his situation, his life, the man walked up the stairs and suddenly 
flipped a switch, with no warning or consideration for his young roommate. All the lights 
went out. The complete darkness swallowed them. 


The teenager gasped, blood frozen in his veins, as he heard the man move around the room - 
his footsteps echoed between the concrete walls. He seemed to be everywhere. How could he 
move in the darkness without falling? A door opening and closing, utensils clicking, more 
footsteps, then the rustling of sheets. He was in bed. 


"Rules will be established tomorrow." 
And that was it. 


A silent tear rolled down his temple as he closed his eyes tightly, his fists clenched against 
the fragile fabric of the plaid. 


Finally, he felt something. Deep, deep in his chest. 
Fear. 


He didn't belong here. 


No Belongings 


Chapter Notes 


Okay, we are beginning chapter 3 of "The Art of Surviving"! 


Second day of cohabitation between our protagonist and Tony Stark. So far, no murder. 
Will it last? 


Word count: 3700 


When the boy cracked his eyes open he was greeted by the same bland sight as the day 
before: a greenish ceiling, plastered with a dingy paint which was peeling here and there. 


In all honesty, he hadn't expected to witness any change. There was no way he could have 
been magically pulled out of this nightmare and sent to another reality where he wasn't living 
in the ground with an asshole. He hadn't had any expectations, since here was the only life he 
knew. 


Yet... maybe he was slightly disappointed to be there, again. He would have liked to feel the 
sun against his skin and listen to the morning birds instead of the ambient hum of the 
ventilation, or that unpleasant smell of iron and soil. 


As the teen rubbed his eyes to chase away the last traces of sleep, he noticed his roommate 
sitting cross-legged in his bed, a focused expression displayed on his haired face as he 
scribbled something on a notebook. Since he looked occupied with his task, the boy didn't 
dare to make a noise or call out to him. But he was noticed nevertheless. 


"You should take a picture; it'll last longer." 


Well, maybe it was earned. But it didn't deter the younger one, who straightened up on the 
sofa to better face the man who still had his nose stuck in his notes. 


"What's your name?" He asked without preamble, with a touch of curiosity. 
A brief pause. Maybe he had managed to surprise him? 


"Anthony Edward Stark." 


Oh. 

It sounded good. Mr. Stark. 
Familiar? 

No. 


But he liked the way the words rolled on his tongue when he said them in a silent breath. His 
roommate was therefore Mr. Stark. 


"Well?" 


Tony gave him a look suggesting he was expecting the return of the favor. Then the boy 
slowly and negatively shook his head, his eyes sliding to the ground - he didn't have the 
answer. 


"I see," Stark sighed. "Complete amnesia, then. Total black out. That's promising." 


Indeed, the man couldn't hope for much help from him, concluded the little one darkly. What 
could be expected from a person who couldn't even remember their own name? 


"T'll call you 'Kid' until you figure this shit out. Simple, clear, precise. You are Kid. I like 
this." 


And the boy offered no opposition. 


A part of him was both impressed and intimidated to see his roommate handling a problem so 
easily and casually. It all seemed so simple, to the point he could almost have gotten some 
kind of comfort out of it. And, anyway, he felt too numb to contradict Tony. Plus, that was 
what he was, right? Young. He was young. A kid. 


How old was he ? He couldn't remember. Like everything else, in fact. 


The man seemed to realize his discomfort since the next moment he was standing up, listing 
out loud the quota of rations they were allowed to have - and needed - per day. 


"An average human can survive around a month or so without food, which is great. Though, 
as impressive as it is, if we don't have water in 3 days it makes us condemned beings. No 
thanks. But water has become a fucking delicacy these days, more precious than all the gold 
in the world." 


The boy noticed Mr. Stark's slumped shoulders that betrayed his annoyance. He almost felt 
guilty for wasting his roommate's time, but then remembered he hadn't asked for anything. 
That didn't stop the older man from continuing his recitation as he wandered haphazardly into 
the common area with his arms crossed in front of his chest. 


"When the world as we have known it died out, the electricity went with it. As a result, the 
turbines responsible for propelling the water through the pipes to the housing taps no longer 
active. Unfortunately, without water, we kick the bucket. Simple math. Fortunately, I 


managed to tinker a system to supply this place with potable water and thus ensure the lives 
of the survivors who would arrive here, starting with me." 


Tony clapped his hands and gestured lazily to the wall faucet. 


"See this? This is our salvation. There is a reservoir connected to a surface tank, which 
mainly collects rainwater. Well... I'm going to spare you the explanation of a whole sanitary 
process which takes care of filtering the water before injecting it into my pipes, because you 
wouldn't understand a goddamn thing about it, but the only thing you have to remember is 
that this water is precious. Got it? It's not a toy. The use of water is kept to a strict minimum 
so we don't die, which means no more than ten liters per day per person. No more. Got it?" 


Mr. Stark's authoritative voice made the teenager nod his head vigorously. He didn't want to 
know what might happen if he disobeyed or annoyed him. 


"Good. But just in case, I have a few twenty-liter jerrycans stashed under the flagstones in the 
kitchen. The water is safe for consumption. However, it is still preferable to use the water 
from this tap to prevent the tank from getting full and overflowing. We can't afford to waste a 
single drop. And whoever draws the water here has to boil it: simple safety, again. I didn't 
have time to make a flawless purification system, my bad..." 


Still, it didn't sound so bad. They had water. Without water, no life. Could he really be happy 
about it, though? Was it really a life? 


"I know you're going to have a hard time getting this into your head, but you're kinda lucky. 
We both are." 


This time the boy didn't agree. 


"Ten liters per day and per person. Remember that. Two liters for hydration, three for food, 
and the remaining five for hygiene - no 'but', hygiene is the second most important word here 
after survival. My nose is still functional." 


It made sense. 
"Regarding the food." 
The mere mention naturally piqued his stomach's interest. 


"Along with the jerrycans, the bulkiest shit is under the flagstones, like sacks of wheat, 
flour... in short, anything that is tasteless. On the shelves you will find too many tin cans to 
count, jars whose appearance ruin your appetite, and legumes. Yuck. My stock isn't critical, 
but that's not a green light to rob everything. We are in a bunker to survive, not a restaurant." 


That was something the boy had picked up on quite quickly. He didn't need this man to know 
that life here wasn't going to be fun. 


Too bad his stomach couldn't be as compliant as he was. 


He tried to massage it to appease his insatiable hunger without great convictions. It was a 
sensation he was going to have to learn to live with, too. After Tony's speech, however, he 
didn't dare to ask for food. Here he was already seen as a parasite, and he didn't want to give 
his roommate any more ideas. This food was not his, he was not at home. 


Tony appeared to notice that something was tormenting him. "Oh, and I'm not going to cook 
for you. You are a big boy. If you are hungry, you sort that out. No more than one plate." 


"It's not mine." 


Mr. Stark's face grew softer as a sigh escaped his lips. "Eat, Kid. Don't think like that. I didn't 
bring you here to turn into a skeleton." 


These few words, although surprising and unexpected coming from Tony, were enough to 
break his meager resistance; he almost jumped off the couch to go get himself a bowl of 
whatever he could find. Lentils? It looked perfect to his empty and growling stomach, he sure 
wasn't going to be picky. 


And as he was about to take his first bite, 

"You will reimburse me for that later." Tony's wicked voice rose through the air. 

The boy stared at his host with wide, betrayed eyes. 

Oh... 

The food was suddenly harder to swallow. It was like a nasty pill that got stuck in his throat. 


He had let himself be fooled. For a second, he had believed he had nothing to fear. He had let 
his guard down. What an idiot. How could he have survived to this day if he was that 
gullible? 


Silently setting his bowl down on the kitchen counter and reluctantly kissing goodbye to a 
meal that might have satiated him, the boy was about to return to his couch - better to give up 
what he couldn't afford. 


"You aren't hungry anymore?" Tony inquired playfully. 


"I'm starving. But... the more I eat, the more debt I have, right? This is how it works here. 
Eating would be like signing a pact with the Devil. No thanks." 


The man smirked, his eyes still on the teenager. "If you don't eat then you will waste away, 
become weak and useless. I don't need a burden." 


He flinched at his words. 


That was it, then. He became aware of what his place in this shelter represented. He was less 
necessary than a can, less essential than water. 


In this reality, he was just one more mouth to feed. 


The boy thought about the prospect of one day leaving this place he already detested so 
much. It sounded like his exit ticket was only going to be valid if he was willing to 
collaborate with Mr. Stark; it was this man who was pulling the strings, they were playing by 
his rules. Without food in his system he knew he couldn't last long, anyway. Did he even have 
the will to go on a hunger strike to express his displeasure? He could get sick, and eventually 
be even more in debt. 


"Stop thinking. Eat." 
His stomach was saying 'yes'. His brain was saying 'no'. 
The call for food was stronger. 


More out of politeness than out of real attention, the boy looked for a bow] to serve his 
roommate. But Tony dissuaded him, saying that he had already eaten before waking up, 
although the boy didn't see any dishes in the sink. 


Finally, he got back to his meal. He sat down on one of the two unmatching chairs of the 
small round table near the L-shaped counter, making sure to face the rest of the bunker and 
Tony, and he swallowed gigantic spoonfuls like the previous day, as if it was the last time he 
had the opportunity to have something to eat. He was trying to subconsciously make himself 
look smaller in the decor, silent and reserved, though it was a demeanor the teenager couldn't 
preserve for long. 


"Why am I here?" He asked, chewing loudly, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand 
before taking another generous spoon. 


He had to ask. 


Because if his presence was so inconvenient, then why had this man allowed him to breathe 
the same air as his in that concrete box? 


Tony pulled a lollipop out of his mouth with an audible "pop", staring at his notes on the 
yellow paper of his notebook. "cause you're lucky." 


The boy looked around him dubiously. Was it really luck, despite his stomach finally filling 
up? 


"Yeah... sure..." 


Even without concrete memories of his forgotten life, he could guess a sunny, living world 
waiting outside. Or at least that was what he tended to dream and hope for. The outside world 
had to be better than here. 


He shifted in discomfort as he felt the intense gaze of Mr. Stark resting on him from across 
the bunker. It wasn't the first time Tony had stared at him so disapprovingly, yet the boy 
couldn't bring himself to accommodate with it. He was incapable of it. There was something 
about those dark eyes that gave him goosebumps. This feeling grew exponentially as the man 
strode towards him. He moved close enough to force the little one to tilt his head back if he 


wanted to be able to maintain eye contact. Tony sure had his full attention as he leaned down 
and their faces were facing each other. The boy quickly felt his warm breath against his skin. 


"If I hadn't brought you back here when I found you, you'd be dead. Just like everyone else." 
The younger of the two swallowed, hands closed in clenched fists. 

"I don't understand... what happened to me?" 

Tony's lips were pinched in a thin, white line. "I don't know." 


He blinked away his deception. "D-Did we know each other? Are you my dad or 
something?" 


Stupid question, stupid answer, it was only fair. However Tony just shook his head, 
respectfully. 


"No. You were there, half-dead. I just... found you." 


The boy released a breath he hadn't realized he had been holding in his lungs as the man 
straightened up and took a step back. 


Ignorance was frustrating. Absolutely infuriating. 
"So... you saved me. Why?" 


Tony looked at his feet for a moment, then shrugged weakly. "Who knows? Maybe it was a 
heroic moment. Or... let's say I was bored. You were there, alive, and I was there too." 


Was it possible that he has been sent to Earth just to become the distraction of this man in the 
midst of this Hell? Was it a coincidence that he had no memory if his only purpose was to 
free a human from ennui? Life suddenly seemed less attractive. He felt more empty and 
disappointed than ever. So for his own good, for his sanity, he decided to believe in the other 
theory: the one where he did indeed have a past, the one where his life had a real meaning, 
and the one where he was going to find out, one day or another, who he was. He had to 
believe in it. 


So perhaps yes, he was lucky. 


There was that hope. An unique chance, compared to all those people on the surface who 
never got saved. 


He continued to eat with more appetite and ferocity, eager to live. 


"Good boy." Tony praised him with an impish smirk, before walking away to draw some 
water. 


He tried not to observe him too much, which was difficult considering that Mr. Stark was the 
only interactive thing in this place. 


"You put away what you use. You clean what you dirty. You do your dishes - mind the water, 
Kid." 


Listening quietly, the younger one scraped his fingers on the bottom of his bowl to collect the 
last traces of the precious food. Then his mind drifted away. 


Was he going to stay 'Kid' indefinitely? 


He knew he had a first name. Even forgotten, his identity had to exist. But for now the boy 
was going to have to find a solution to this problem. He needed to be able to name himself, to 
be able to exist officially. 


"Kid' didn't suit him. Not for a first name. It was impersonal, ridiculous, and... and chosen by 
Tony. 


He wanted to make that choice, for himself. 


If he wanted to keep his head out of this ocean of shit which seemed to overwhelm them, 
then he'll do it with a name. He was going to adapt. 


Licking distractedly his finger, he hummed through his reflection. 


He remembered thousands of existing first names. Feminine, masculine, American, 
European, Asian, old, popular, wacky. Damn, he could make up whatever name he wanted! 
No one could steal it from him. However, the names that popped in his mind were classical. 


Aaron. Blake. Leo. Sam. Adam. Benjamin. Lucas. Eric. 


Some made him laugh. Others aroused no interest. Then others would come back again and 
again. 


Ben. 
He really liked Benjamin. Ben. 
Surviving would be easier with a first name. 


"What do you think of 'Ben'?" The boy suddenly asked, earning him a confused glance from 
Mr. Stark. 


"Pardon?" 


"My name. I mean... as a substitute, of course. Ben sounds good. I could stick with it while 
waiting to remember my real name!" 


Finally a problem he could solve. 
Tony didn't share his enthusiasm. He saw his features tense furtively as he licked his lips. 


"Lordy. 'Ben'? It's cheesy. Spare me having to call you that." 


He pouted disappointedly, somewhere concerned with the man's opinion. 
"But... I like it." 


"Come on, kid," Tony huffed, running a hand through his tousled hair. "You can do better 
than that. Why not, uh, 'Harley'? No, forget that. 'Morgan'? 'Killian'?" 


"Okay... I don't know." 

™Thomas'?" 

The boy sniffed. "Tom. I like 'Tom'." 

"Tom it is." Tony concluded without further delay. 
Tom it was. Tom. 

Tom smiled. 


A purpose was what he needed. Short term goals, long term goals, whatever. But goals. 
Finding a name was one thing, but it wasn't as gratifying as he would have hoped, although 
he already felt a little more in control of his life. 


An objective gave the teenager courage, and courage allowed him not to give in to the fear 
that was gnawing at him little by little. 


"So. Tom," Tony cleared his throat with a bitter grin. "The threads you're wearing are mine, 
by the way." 


The boy lost his smile. "What?" 
"They're mine, and I want them back." 


Tom opened his mouth but no sound came out. His gaze went from Tony to the clothes he 
was wearing, but he remained too shocked to form words and express his confusion. He 
looked at Tony again, stunned. 


These clothes, his? 
He was vaguely aware of the small sneer coming from his roommate. 


"You didn't think I would have let you come in here, in my bunker, with the radioactive rags 
you were wearing, did you?" 


"Radioactive rags..." Tom repeated with a pronounced frown, still numb from the previous 
revelation. "Isn't these my clothes?" 


A sweatshirt, sweatpants, boxer, and a pair of loose-fitting socks. That was all he had. 


"Nope. Mine." Tony shrugged casually, sounding disinterested although his eyes were 
decidedly fixed on the boy, closely monitoring his reactions. 


"Where... where are mine?" 


Mr. Stark's expression metamorphosed from annoyed to exasperated - he rolled his eyes 
exaggeratedly, letting out a soul-breaking sigh. 


"I didn't know how long you had been wandering outside, but you hadn't any protection when 
I found you. Therefore, it literally made you toxic. The first thing I did when I brought you 
back here was to decontaminate you, starting with your clothes." 


Tom's bandaged hands gripped his top. He was upset to learn that even the tissues which 
were on his body weren't his possessions, and that he was indebted for it, too. He had taken a 
step forward and then taken another two steps back. In the end, nothing had changed: he had 
no control over anything in this place. 


He insisted anyway, his voice trembling. "Where are my clothes?!" 


His clothes - his belongings, the only things that brought him closer to his life before. He 
needed them. 


"Are you thick or what?" The man growled, no pleased to hear the kid raising his voice. "I 
burned them. Obviously." 


Obviously. 


Tom clenched his jaw as he looked away, holding a curse between his teeth. Of course. Of 
fucking course. He just had to digest this information and deal with his frustration, because 
there was nothing he could do about it anyway. Again and again and again, he was a helpless 
witness. What was he expecting? It wasn't like he seemed to be the lucky type. 


Then, suddenly, he realized a detail. 
"Wait... does that mean you saw me naked?" 


"Yes I saw you stark naked, kid. Oh, and you're welcome. I could have chosen to leave you 
bare-bottomed, huh, but since I'm generous..." 


Tom gasped in shock. He was far too offended and prudish at this instant to catch the note of 
humor in Mr. Stark's voice. 


"I-If you destroyed my stuff, then it's your fault that I have nothing left!" The teenager 
stammered, trying to cover himself with his arms as if he was still uncovered. 


That was how he felt now that he knew Tony had seen him naked. Jesus, he was so 
embarrassed. Eventually it turned out that there were also good sides to having memory 
problems: the bad was erased, too. He couldn't have looked the man in the eyes if he had 
known that those same eyes had seen him without clothes on. 


Tony, unimpressed, made a few dismissive and nonchalant gestures. "I had to think about my 
own safety." 


"I have nothing else." 
He couldn't return the clothes to him. Not yet. Living with this person was bad enough 
without the prospect of having to self-humiliate himself by wandering naked. It wasn't an 


option. 


So what? Was Tony going to force him to undress? Was he going to become violent? Mad? 
Tom shyly tightened his arms around him, staring at the ground. 


"Well. All the more reason for you to take care of this loan, since you won't have anything 
else anytime soon." 


The tension in the boy's shoulders evaporated - some of it. 


He suspected that his other belongings - if he had had any here before - must have been burnt 
too. Maybe papers. Pictures. An address. 


Gone. 

It didn't matter anymore. 

At the moment he had debts to pay off. 

Glancing at Tony who was checking the tap, he whispered, "Thank you." 
Tony didn't say anything else about the clothes. 


"When you got here I took care of your injuries. You were... messed up, to say the least. I 
had to suture your face, shoulders, and hand because of several cuts. You were covered with 
various bruises and I think you have some cracked ribs. Ah, and obviously amnesia - 
probably from the head trauma." 


Tom blinked, slightly dizzy from hearing what he had been going through. Unfortunately that 
didn't bring back any flashes of memories to him. Just phantom pains throughout his body. 


"I couldn't make a full and detailed diagnosis, not without more suitable equipment like the 
ones I had before." 


"Are you.. are you a doctor?" 
"I'm just a survivor." 


Although his response only frustrated him and made him want to learn more about him, he 
decided not to dig any further. At least not for today. Enough had been said, and something 
told him that Tony was starting to tire of communicating with another living being. 


Tom looked at the palm of his hand. Sutured. Bandaged. Treated. 


"Sorry for bothering you, Sir." 


He heard a small grumble. 
"You better apologize for snoring like a tractor all night." 
Feeling the heat rise up in his cheeks, the boy could only jabber a new apology. 


Tony Stark. Who was this man? 


Who knew The End of The World would be so Boring? 
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"Ah-ah-ah! Do a U-turn right there, right now! No toddlers in my lab! You know the rule!" 
Ugh, the rules. 


That's a word Tom couldn't bear to hear after only three days of living down here. This new 
life was made up of stupid rules he had to blindly abide by because a grouchy old man had 
decided so. 


"I'm not in the lab, look. I'm still on the first step!" 


But what was the point in arguing with a wall made of the thickest bricks in the world? Tony 
didn't listen to a word, and it didn't even surprise Tom who had ventured downstairs without 
really believing in his success. 


"Okay, new rule then: we zip it when the adult speaks. We behave like a nice boy, and we 
obey." 


He matched each of his words with small, repeated shooing movements with his hands, 
urging the younger one to leave this forbidden place. 


The teenager regretted feeling more tired than actually angry; he obeyed with a pout. 
"You, at least, have something to entertain yourself." 


But using the trick of guilt had no effect on his roommate who had already plunged his nose 
back in his sty of scraps metal. So, Tom dragged his feet to the upper section of the bunker, 
his hands buried in his pockets. It wasn't fair. 


Ennui had arrived. 


It had appeared suddenly, uninvited, and had settled down over the hours and days, discreetly. 
It didn't seem ready to leave anytime soon. 


Tom had already explored every corner of this place, 'o so many times. He was starting to 
know it like the back of his hand. 


Something Mr. Stark let him do was take stock; so, he did. 


It was his routine and his main activity in this concrete box in which he was locked. Check 
stocks, count cans, note expiry dates, control the water tank, and... 


and repeat. 
He had done it several times before, and he would do it again and again. 


The only book in the bunker had already been read twice, and it was only the third fucking 
day down here. 


Tom thought back to what Tony had told him the night before about how lucky he was to still 
be alive, and yet he couldn't feel so. Survival was becoming more and more bitter day by day, 
and gradually revealed its horrible face. It was not living. 


But. 


But... if he could still complain, then maybe that was a good thing. Human liked to complain 
in all circumstances, after all. 


But again: it didn't help his situation. 
The boredom was still there, terrible. It was laying him low. 


He did his best to kill time, including attempting approaches with his savior. Unfortunately, 
talking was not the strong suit of the concerned; he was rarely in a chatty mood. Most of the 
time he was hidden in his lab, tinkering with anything that was tinkerable, still looking lost in 


his thoughts and locked in an imaginary bubble. And when he wasn't downstairs then he was 

lying in his bed, staring at the ceiling for a long time without falling asleep. Yeah, Tony didn't 
like to talk much. He only opened occasionally his mouth to subconsciously ramble about his 
work, or to make sure Tom stayed compliantly in his side of the bunker - away from him and 

his lab. 


It was delicate to be far from each other in such a small place, and yet Tony managed to do it. 
He was always so far away, and unreachable. 


So, Tom found himself doing the only thing he could do. 
Check stocks, count cans, note expiry dates, control the water tank, and... 
and repeat. 


He ventured to rummage through the rest area chest of drawers, then the medicine cabinet in 
the bathroom only to find a few pills and a first aid kit. Nothing out of the ordinary. Nothing 
to amuse him. 


Repeat. 


But as he stared at the tiles on the bathroom walls, he realized something was missing. There 
was something he couldn't find. 


No mirror. 


Before he knew it Tom bursted in the lab. Tony gaped, about to reprimand and dismiss him 
once more, but the boy didn't give him a chance. 


"What do I look like?!" 

Mr. Stark blinked, unsure. 

"There is no mirror here! Why is there no mirror?!" 

"This... isn't the first thing I thought about bringing when the world turned to dust-" 


"I don't care!" Tom cried out as his hands started to shake. "There isn't a single fucking mirror 
down here! And... And I don't even know what I look like! How am I supposed to see myself 
without a mirror?! I want to see myself! I have to see my face!" 


He couldn't yet determine why it upset him so much. It hadn't even crossed his mind until 
now. It was absurd, like so many other things in this bunker. 


Tony shifted slightly, lips twisted into a grimace betraying his discomfort. "Shit, are you 
crying? Damn... uh... you want water?" 


Jesus. 


Tom wiped his nose with his sleeve abruptly, then walked up the stairs. He had nowhere to go 
to hide and be alone, so he went to the couch. That was all he could do. And he cried, 
because that too, he could do, and needed it. He was feeling so bad. 


A reflection. A miserable reflection in a mirror. That was the reason he was bawling his eyes 
out. Why was he so affected by something so trivial as a reflection, anyway? 


He tried to make a fool of himself and his silly thoughts to stop this childishness and get up. 
He tried to convince himself that his tears were ridiculous. 


But here are the facts: he was spending a lot of energy getting to know everything there was 
to know about the place all around him when in the end he didn't know himself. He was 
there, though. He was there. Just there. He lived, he breathed, he thought... he was. 


He was. 

A conscience. Thoughts. Emotions. 

He existed. 

Yet he didn't have any memories. He was nameless and faceless. 
Tony climbed the stairs, his steps hesitant. 


Tom was facing the back of the sofa, so he wasn't afraid to be seen. He didn't need Mr. Stark 
to laugh at him too for being such a pitiful crybaby. 


"Um... You... you have brown eyes." 
Tom frowned. 


"You have, yeah, big brown eyes. Huge doe eyes. Your hair is brown too, but lighter, can be 
chestnut-brown in the sun. Your locks make curls a bit haphazard, it wouldn't surprise me that 
you look like a sheep if you ever let your hair grow. Regarding your ears, well... I would say 
Dumbo type ears - thank goodness you can't understand the gratuitous insult - but it looks 
oddly good on you. Like... just like your eyebrow. You've got a spiky eyebrow, it's crazy, I 
don't understand how it's scientifically possible, but let's say that makes your rebellious 
charm." 


Slowly, Tom rolled to look at Tony over his shoulder, no longer concerned with his eyes red 
and shining with tears. 


"You look like a nerd in a way, without offense. And you have a jawbone... the most fabulous 
jawbone I've seen in my life. I bet the girls were fighting over you at school." 


And as Tony rambled on a few trivial details, Tom straightened up until he was fully seated, 
his eyes riveted on his roommate who had adopted a most unusual demeanor. Was he... was 
he being nice? It seemed almost surreal, even more unrealistic than this horrible situation 
they were stuck in. 


He couldn't quite tell if that description was actually nice or mean, but he could understand 
the man's intention. 


He nodded solemnly in acknowledgment, releasing Tony from the conversation he'd engaged 
in to cheer him up. 


So, he had brown eyes... 
That was okay. He could imagine it. 


Were they brown and dark like Tony's? Did he have eyes as intelligent and haunted as this 
mysterious savior? He presumed not. It was not possible. He had no memories of his life, 
there was nothing that came from the past to haunt him unlike Tony. 


He had brown eyes, and he was Tom. 


He noticed his roommate tweaking an old radio on the dresser, the radio Tom had never dared 
to touch for fear of breaking it with his clumsy hands. He had wondered about its role lately, 
but this was the first time he had seen Tony use it. 


"Does it work?" 
No response at first. 


Tom rubbed his fists against his aching eyes to disperse the last tears before getting up to join 
the man near the radio. He then heard small interferences, like statics varying in intensity 
depending on the frequency Tony was using. It piqued the boy's curiosity. 


"What is that? Can anyone hear us? Can we, like, send? Can we receive?" 


He knew there were better things to do than bombard his roommate with questions, but it was 
a bad habit he wasn't ready to overcome. 


Tony sighed loudly, pressing his forehead against his fist as if he was in deep reflexion and 
on the verge of a horrible headache. He seemed concerned, so Tom didn't dare push though 
he was dying to. His patience was rewarded when he got answers rather than an invitation to 
clear off. 


"It's supposed to. It is fully operational. It's just silence, that's all. This is what we're hearing." 
The words left his mouth like a phantom sigh. 


Tom watched the man's face for a moment, aware that there was something more behind this 
"silence". Tony had the answer, it was etched in his features, in every wrinkle of his visage 
marked by a macabre past. 


"You said the other day that our world had died out." 


He saw Tony close his eyes. 


"What has happened?" 


Something changed in the man's breathing; it was subtle, but noticeable. Tony wasn't 
comfortable with the question, and Tom instinctively wanted to apologize for prompting it. 
All his questions surely reminded him of bad things, things he himself had forgotten. But he 
had to know... he needed it. Once and for all. 


It turned out that Tony was inclined to concede a few explanations. 


"Our good old Earth is sort of unlucky. Always has, always will. Over the past few decades, a 
whole bunch of things have happened that weren't supposed to happen. Crazy and insane 
things. It wasn't just... internal. Sometimes it came from further away." 


"Further away'?" Tom picked up on. "Further away' as in 'alien'? Like extra-terrestrial?" 
"Don't cut me off." 

"Sorry." 

"You better be." 

"T am " 

"You're not, I know it you brat." 

They both smirked, as Tony took a few seconds to find his words. 


"Like I said, crazy things have occurred. The world was getting bigger and bigger, we were 
no longer alone. The danger was more present and threatening than ever. That's why I had 
always suspected that if there had to be an end then it would come from outside, I had 
prepared for that eventuality. I was ready. But ultimately the disaster was brought about by 
the hand of the men, which isn't that surprising after all. This is our species. Stupid and 
destructive, as we have always known it. Humans are responsible for their own fate, that is 
what happened." 


Tom detected the venom that coated every syllable his roommate exhaled. Tony seemed to be 
stifling his anger, clenching his fists and jaw. 


"I don't have all the answers, I, myself, was left with my confusion and helplessness. The 
little time that was allotted to me when I figured out what was going on was used to try to 
alert as many people as possible and barricade me here. There was not enough time to do 
everything I wanted to, or to save everyone..." 


The teen wondered if Tony had tried to get other people to this bunker. Family. Friends. Or 
even strangers. 


Was that why Tony had been alone before him? Had he failed to bring his family back to 
safety? 


"Humans have used Earth's weapons against itself. Who were they? Crazy spies? kamikazes? 
Leaders who wanted to spare us an inevitable end coming from little green men billions of 
light years away from us? Even today, I am looking for the answer. I'm still figuring out who 
caused this nuclear chaos, even if that wouldn't change the situation." 


"What happened outside... it wasn't an accident, was it?" 


"Absolutely not. We just were the puppets of human madness, or maybe it was a return of 
karma. Or maybe even a questionable life joke, I don't know, but I didn't find it entertaining 
at all. The destructive nature of man came to a head, and the world was plunged into an abyss 
of nuclear explosions and radiation. The nuclear fire was set off. More than half of the 
planet's nuclear arsenal has spread across the globe in major agglomerations, around ten 
thousand nuclear bombs have exploded." 


Oh. 


"All of them being type A nuclear fission bombs, the absurd equivalent of three hundred 
megatons of TNT, which is two hundred thousand times the power of 'Little Boy', the bomb 
that hit Hiroshima, whatever bell it rings for you. Colossal fireballs rose in the sky, thousands 
of mushroom clouds that sprang up across the globe... an incandescent blast propagated tens 
of kilometers around each city, razed and atomizing everything in its path. Houses, 
monuments... life. The sound wave provoked was so intense that it circled the earth for 
several weeks." 


Tom took a step back, feeling his legs grow weak. His brain was trying to process the horrible 
picture Tony was describing to him of their world. 


"The death toll was 3.4 billion in the first thirty minutes of the beginning of the end. Half of 
the world's population died almost instantly, reduced to atoms before they could figure out 
what was going on or before they had a chance to escape. The injured had no one to help 
them, everyone was fleeing. However, less than an hour later rain began to fall on our heads. 
The detonations had sent billions of particles and ash into the atmosphere, inducing black, 
radioactive rain, which burned flesh and soil. If this... accident had been considered national, 
then it wouldn't have been for a long time; the winds distributed the contamination across the 
entire globe." 


It couldn't be... it couldn't be true, Tom repeated in his head as fear and dread gripped his 
guts. 


"The following weeks I was already here. Outside, many cities were nothing more than ruins 
and ablaze landscapes. Those who did not find ready and suitable shelters for this kind of 
incident, to say the least, are dead. The rest of the survivors followed the same tragic fate 
over the following days. I was able to estimate the losses with a few spare computers. I... I 
estimated them..." 


"How much?" Tom breathed, terrified and absorbed by the account. 


Tony's face seemed darkened by a veil of horrific memories. 


"Almost total. By my calculations and the little information I could get with my devices, over 
seven and a half billion humans have died." 


Oh, god... 


"But there are survivors. I... I haven't found them yet, but there are. Maybe hundreds, if not 
thousands, of people like us waiting to be able to come out, hidden somewhere on the planet. 
I am convinced that there is still life because we are still here. There must still be life, it must, 
this is not the end." 


Tony inhaled sharply, randomly pacing near his bed and the lab door. He was facing a wall 
when Tom heard him whisper, throat tight, "We can't have failed that much. We were 
supposed to protect our world..." 


Tom wanted to investigate about the "we", but he decided otherwise. He already had so many 
awful things to ingest. He wasn't sure he would sleep that night. 


"The surface..." Tony cleared his throat, turning to look at the boy. "The surface is 
uninhabitable. Biodiversity has disappeared, plants and animals. Most of them, anyway. With 
one hundred and fifty million tons of smoke that has been propelled into the stratosphere, the 
sun's rays are currently being held back by a cloud of opaque dust, leaving the ozone layer 
severely damaged. Since the cataclysm, the temperature has gradually dropped from seven to 
eight degrees. In other words, Earth is undergoing a new Ice Age, or a nuclear winter if you 
prefer. Irradiated particles are now roaming the entire planet, and most of the water is 
contaminated and unsuitable for consumption. The few living plants and animals are also 
contaminated for the next several decades, and, well, the potential human survivors probably 
already have cancer." 


Then Tony shrugged casually, marking the end of a story that Tom wanted to be fanciful. 
But that was what happened, those appalling descriptions were their reality. 


Tom had felt helpless not to know anything. Now he felt helpless to know because there was 
nothing to do but be aware that there was nothing they could do to change things. 


It had happened. 


Even with no memory of his past, Tom was unable to relate their lives to this story. How 
could he envisage their future with this past? It seemed... unreal. 


He also found himself in awe of Tony's talent for storytelling, he who was so taciturn. It was 
a stark contrast. The events of the past must have left a deep mark on this man, Tom thought. 
At the same time, he realized that he hadn't mentioned anything really personal. What was 
there to say about his family? 


What had happened to Tony, before he landed here? He opened his mouth to ask, and maybe 
the man felt the question come up as he spontaneously drifted off the topic. 


"You aren't allowed at the lab, that's the rule." 


Yeah, yeah... right. Rules. 


Tom was about to resign himself to a day filled with boredom and thoughts on their past 
when Tony handed him a notepad and pencil. 


"You can draw. Or write. Make dots. Crosses. All that you want. It's yours. Have fun." 
And then he left, leaving the teenager upstairs, speechless. 


Pencil and paper, eh? He sighed as he sat down on the couch, fingers wrapped around the 
yellow notepad. It was better than nothing. It would save him from dwelling on the story 
Tony had told him. 


But there was still a question for him that he could not ignore forever. What was his story? 
What had happened to him, before Tony saved him? 


A Forgotten Name 


Chapter Summary 


A name of the past is haunting Tom. 
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those who don’t know this character and the link between him and young Peter). 


Nothing graphic. Just a wink to (Peter’s) Tom’s past. 
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Tom huffed in contentment as his skin reddened from the assault of the washcloth he actively 
rubbed against his pale body. 


Grime and sweat faded and then disappeared, giving the boy a relief as satisfying as 
ephemeral. 


That's how the daily "showers" went. 
About five liters per day per person; not a drop more like Mr. Stark would say. 


They would draw water from the wall tank into a bucket, then what came next was occurring 
in the bathroom. 


There was a shower. Like, a real shower. With a shower head, valves, and pipes. But it was a 
taboo subject - excessive and unnecessary consumption. So Tom would sit on a wooden 
bench similar to those in gyms or high school locker rooms - Tom was sure he had seen it in 
his life, that must have been some kind of memory? - and he would dip the washcloth in the 
pre-heated water, which he then rubbed against a square of soap before pressing it against his 
bruised skin, a skin still recovering from a forgotten past. 


It was their shower. 


Tom enjoyed these moments. 


Tony was more than often in the lab down the two stair steps, yet the teenager never felt 
guarded in this intimate bubble. There was only in the bathroom, when walls and a door 
concretely separated them, that he could sense the semblance of privacy. 


Washing was fine. It was keeping his mind off things, and he could take care of his tired 
body. It was good for him - as if he was cleaning away bad thoughts from his spirit by 
rubbing the dirt off his skin. As if. Sometimes it worked. Sometimes he would just sit there 
and wait a few more minutes for the luxury of being alone. 


Then all of a sudden he hated being lonely, so he quickly headed out. 


This day was strictly identical to the others; no gossip to spread, no unusual anecdotes, no 
appreciable rumor or futile chatter that could fight against time. 


A day like any other, dragging and slow, which went by and went by without anything 
extraordinary. 


Nothing bad. And nothing good either. 
Another day down here. 


Tom closed the bathroom on his way out, looking a little distracted. He put the empty bucket 
in its place near the tap on the wall, and eyed his clothes. 


Well, ‘his’... 


The same pieces of cloth he'd emerged in over a week ago now, the ones he was wearing day 
after day and night after night. Tom hated having to put them on after washing himself up. It 
was disgusting. Despite it he refused to request Tony for new clothes, Tony who had already 
changed outfits several times since the by has arrived down here. Asking meant being 
accountable for what came next. But that didn't stop him from expressing his frustration loud 
and clear to his roommate's ears whenever he had the chance. Sometimes he created himself 
the opportunity by leaning down from the top of the stairs to slide his head into the lab. 


"You know this is abuse, right? Soon, these clothes will start to melt and merge with my skin, 
and it will create a monster that will come to haunt you at night. I'm sure even your dirty 
clothes are cleaner than the ones I'm wearing now!" 


"Can you see compassion and empathy in my eyes?" Tony mumbled, scribbling notes on a 
crumpled sheet of paper. 


"No." 
"Precisely." 


Tom rolled his eyes. 


"Listen, kid. You can still meander around buck naked if you feel like it, I promise I'll only 
laugh three times a day." 


Aware of the flush rising in his cheeks, Tom sniffed. "Douchebag." 
He received a paper ball on the head in counterattack. 

"Ow! It wasn't deserved!" 

"This is what happens to disrespectful brats. Out of my lab." 

"I'm not even in your lab, you old coot." 


He sniffed a second time with an over-playful pride just to make sure he was heard and 
noticed before picking up the ball of paper and unfolding it with undisguised curiosity. 


It was a plan. 


Tom blinked, suddenly intrigued as Tony came out of his hole to make himself a coffee. For 
once, the boy was too wrapped up in the paper in his hands to give him any special interest - 
and if that surprised Mr. Stark, then he didn't show it. Both were silent, invested in their own 
little thing that saved them from the lingering boredom. 


Tom settled down on the gray sofa as he studied the drawing in more detail, with more 
fascination and application than the second before. The sketch was of an electronic device, 
maybe of a computer. 


Broken and frantic lines, incomprehensible scribbles in all four corners, insistent erasures... 
If it was incomprehensible then it was only because Tony had botched and neglected 
everything. More than one would have given up on this insane deciphering. But not Tom. 


He did not feel repelled by this plan which seemed to be meaningless. Somehow he 
appreciated the complexity of the drawings, and it happened that he managed to understand 
some of the data and formulas written down. 


He discovered that it belonged to his memories. 


It wasn't like a click within his brain, nor an illumination or a stirring instant. Remembering 
an unimportant detail had happened to him in the last few days, and it was always the same 
scenario repeating itself. Tom found himself just thinking about it, and oh, right, it was there, 
I know that, it was in my head from the start. 


It was actually disappointing, but that was how his memory resurfaced. 
"I love science." 
"Hm?" Tony hummed, absentmindedly watching the water boil in the pan. 


"I like chemistry, I think... I like math and biology too, but it was mostly chemistry and a 
little bit of mechanic." 


Mr. Stark lifted his head so suddenly and quickly that Tom could hear a crack in the back of 
the man's neck. 


"T used to tinker old devices... I loved it." 


When Tom looked up in turn from the crumpled piece of paper he was clasping firmly in his 
shaking hands, he noticed that his roommate still hadn't taken his eyes off him. For a second 
Tom wondered if he was even blinking. But he was more intrigued by a flickering glow in 
Mr. Stark's dark eyes, dull and lively at the same time. 


"You have a damn capricious memory, huh." 


Tom didn't even try to contradict him, he was just happy to shrug his shoulders and tell 
himself that he was a little closer to his true identity than yesterday. 


"I like chemistry. It's a part of me." 


He didn't catch whatever Tony was muttering between clenched teeth, too busy noting in the 
notebook that the man had given him all the elements he could remember - without having to 
rack his brains, he was able to put them all in order of number atomic. 


"Do you think I have the name of a great scientist? I mean, my real name." 
He scratched the bridge of his nose as Tony chuckled audibly. "I hope not!" 
"What? You don't think I'm capable of being a scientist?" 


Mr. Stark lazily stuffed a handful of cereal into his mouth, his gaze unimpressed and 
reflecting a bored look that he seemed to particularly enjoy. 


"Scientists have cheesy and out-dated names." 


"I can remember that, too. Charles Darwin, Louis Pasteur, Isaac Newton, or even Galileo. 
They don't sound that old." 


Tony didn't seem convinced. Though, Tom had a strange determination. His memory gave 
him courage. 


"And... and there's Anthony too." 
Tony frowned. 


"Yeah, I mean it. You are a scientist, aren't you?" Since Mr. Stark didn't add anything, Tom 
continued. "You're always in a lab, using tools and machines. I see you doing math and the 
other day you were soldering wires! I could have sworn I heard a computer talk. It may have 
been fatigue, but I'm sure you're a scientist. Well... you were. Right?" 


His heart was filled with the hope that he had been right about his roommate. It has been a 
game at first, then it had become his secret mission to be able to guess, and finally it turned 
into a wish. Tom wanted to learn more about Tony. He wasn't just a survivor. He had a past. 


No past deserved to be lost and forgotten forever. 


But Tony might not have the heart to share it; one corner of his lips arched tensely up as his 
feet moved silently. 


"Alright, so then you'll be 'Einstein' now." 
"No!" 
Silence fell after his brutal and categorical refusal. 


They stared at each other, astonished, also confused, when Tom felt his heart race in his 
chest. Just enough to be painful, but mostly just enough to make him feel very, very bad. 
When he spotted Tony stepping towards him, a hesitant hand reaching out in his direction, he 
jumped up from the couch and rushed to the bathroom in which he locked himself in. 


He had expected to throw up, but the gagging never came. There was only a mysterious 
distress that petrifying him to his aching bones. 


Tom couldn't explain what happened, but he could tell he wanted to die. 
For a second. Just one. 


Yielding to the hot flashes that set his veins on fire, he slammed the palms of his hands 
against the valves of the shower until water poured out and sprinkled him, until he no longer 
sense anything other than frozen water rushing down his skin from head to toe. 


And he stood there motionless for a while, trembling, empty, and helpless. 


He only stopped the flow of water when his tremors were the result of the cold, not due to 
something else he couldn't explain. 


Now frozen and soaked, he wrapped his arms around him, wondering whether he should ask 
Tony for help or just go out of bathroom regardless of the water he left in his path. Tom 
wanted to leave this room as suddenly as he came in because he couldn't stand the loneliness. 
He didn't even know what had led him to act like this. He didn't remember. 


Tom stepped out with his head bowed sheepishly. He was no longer a survivor of the end of 
the world but a guilty child. 


Just before he could have a chance to wonder where Tony had disappear, he heard his voice 
emanating from the lab. 


"Kid." 


And he marched there, still with his head hanging and arms enveloped tightly around him. He 
halted after the last step was passed, but didn't come any closer. Not this time. 


Tony wasn't looking at him, he was tapping his fingers on an keyboard. 


"Using the shower was an excessive and unnecessary consumption of water. You aren't 
authorized to wash for the next few days to balance this debt." 


A neutral and disinterested tone. The tone of the first days. He had fucked up. 


Tom nodded shyly, approving Mr. Stark's words without a second thought. It was only fair, 
after all. He couldn't afford to deplete their reserves just for the sake of chasing away an ill 
that only concerned him. It wasn't fair to Tony who was already sacrificing some of his 
belongings to keep them both alive. Selfishness had no place within these walls. And, selfish, 
Tom wasn't, he knew that. Just like he knew he liked chemistry and wasn't Einstein. 


"Kid." 
The boy ventured to raise his head. Tony was now looking at him. 
"Is there something you want to tell me?" 


What had happened earlier naturally piqued the man's curiosity, and perhaps his concern too? 
Tom doubted it, but he didn't dismiss the idea. He understood why Mr. Stark was coming 
back to this subject. It deserved questions and answers. Unfortunately... 


"No... nothing to say, sir. Sorry." 
Was it really that important anyway? 


An explanation. Tom didn't have the luxury of having an explanation; he didn't have a lot of 
things. 


He watched the small pool of water forming at his feet. Drops were falling from his soaked 
hair, and his clothes were heavy. Tony had probably noticed it too, since he heard his sigh. 


"Jesus..." 
Tom didn't have the heart to apologize. He wanted to sleep. 
"Okay. Follow me." 


Tony had already walked pass him when he wondered if he had heard correctly or if it was 
only another odd trick of his mind. He joined the man nevertheless upstairs, near the dresser 
drawers in which his roommate was rummaging. 


"What are you doing?" Tom asked in a small voice, sniffing and rubbing his hands against his 
biceps. 


"Here." 
Clothes. Tony was hanging them to him, willingly. 


The boy remained still and quiet long enough to kindle in Mr. Stark the need to break the 
silence. 


"Just take these, kid. Keep them. It's okay." 

Clothes. Offered to him, without threats or constraints or mention of debts. 
Was it... 

Was it kindness coming from Tony? 


A shiver dissuaded Tom from even thinking of teasing his savior about it. Or maybe it was 
just gratitude for a small, sympathetic deed. But neither of them would admit it, Tom 
suspected. They wouldn't admit that they were behaving like two human beings helping each 
other without any ulterior motive. 


"Thank you..." 


He carefully took the extended clothes, and hugged them protectively as Tony casually closed 
the drawer. He was already acting as if nothing had happened. 


"You know..." Tony started, biting his lip as hesitation seemed to creep through his mind. 
"When I found you outside you were... well, like I told you, hurt and unconscious. I thought 
you were dead, to be frank. I could have left you there - and almost did, I'm not sure what 
prompted me to check your pulse. But I did it anyway. And... You were in an old, dilapidated 
cabin that had survived the blast near New York City." 


Tom was suddenly extremely concerned at the prospect of getting a new piece of the puzzle 
that was his past. 


"This was definitely not the place where you survived. There were no provisions, and 
everything was trashed and dusty. It was just a place to spend the night, a safe place where 
you might have wanted to catch your breath. You had an expedition bag with you, you must 
had... I don't know, look for food, or maybe help. But there was no one with you or around. 
You were alone. Alone and in dire need of help. I brought you back despite the risks I was 
taking for myself, knowing that you were irradiated and probably also contaminated... you 
were alive - at that moment, that was enough for me." 


Whenever Tony gave him a piece of his story, Tom listened diligently, hungry for answers 
and disclosures, but in reality the same disheartening process always occurred. 


He was a stranger to this tale. 


Tom listened, but still without the ability to find something familiar or remember anything. It 
was a Story, apparently his own, and he listened with hope, horror, and with more hindsight 
than he expected. 


He was stranger to these words that were supposed to be his story. Yet he wanted to hear 
them. He wanted Tony to say them, with more consideration, more revelation. 


Tony was talking, and Tom was listening. 


"Your amnesia is probably due to trauma, I can't think of any other possible explanation. If it 
had been solely and exclusively the work of your brain, then there would have been a short 
circuit in a particular area of your life. It would have been a protection mechanism against 
your past. Against a precise moment and distinct from the others. In this case, you have what 
is called retrograde amnesia." 


Not quite sure what to say or what to do, Tom slowly nodded, taking in the informations. 
Tony wasn't the type to make mistakes or being wrong; if he really was a scientist, then his 
guesses were the most reliable. Tom had only his imagination to conjecture other hypotheses 


anyway. 


Tony maintained a silence in which he gauged the reactions of the youngest. As no particular 
response was to be pick up on, he eventually got to the point. 


"What I mean, kid, is that it isn't just because you can't remember it mean you really forgot. 
There are things that you never get over, things that your body, your mind will never forget. 
It's there, in you, and... it's a part of you." 


Tony gestured to the teen's soaked body. 

"Some things are triggers. It's not explainable. That's all." 
Not explainable. 

Einstein. 

Tom closed his eyes, fighting a sob from nowhere. 


"You seem to know a lot about it... So what's your story? And don't give me the survivor 
bullshit like last time." 


But Tony only smiled tightly. 


"My story is really nothing special, kid. I won't waste your time or mine telling it. What 
matters is the present and the future, so stop worrying so much about what is in the past. It 
may be for the best that the past remains where it is, we already have enough worries like 
that." 

Frustrated, Tom wanted to argue. 


Not for the honor of his past, but for Mr. Stark. It mattered to him to know him. It was more 
than curiosity, although he couldn't put words to it yet. 


"Speaking of the future." Tony clapped his hands together. "I have to get ready." 
"Get ready?" Tom cocked his head to the side. "Why?" 


"I'm going on an expedition." 


Routine Alteration 


It was early in the morning. Presumably. Judging by the clock and its hands, it was a little 
past seven o'clock. It was the only temporal clue. There was no sun to warm their skin and 
herald dawn, nor the timid melody of the morning birds. It was quiet, except for the rotor 
blades of the ventilation whipping air and a sizzling light bulb. Yet, Tom couldn't get to sleep. 


He was staring intently at the ceiling, as if something was suddenly going to happen and 
deserve all of his attention. But it was still the same peeling ceiling, the first thing he saw 
when he woke up here on day one. 


The boy tilted his head back for a glimpse of Tony who was sleeping soundly in his bed. The 
man seemed peaceful - more so than any other time he'd risked observing him sleep. His head 
was laying on his bent elbow and his features were unusually relaxed, almost serene. Tony 
somehow looked younger in his rest. In this light, Tom would never have suspected that his 
roommate was actually an old grouch who would rather gouge his eyes out with a rusty fork 
than have a conversation with another human being. He chuckled at the sassy thought, trying 
not to be too loud. But he paused anyway, thinking about the dawn and plans to come. It was 
a special day. Today there was going to be a change. 


The routine he had learned to hate was going to be perturbed, and he wasn't sure he was 
happy about it. 


Tom had hoped for changes, so many changes. He fantasized about adventures and new 
things to be entertained and marveled at. And they were finally there: something different 
was going to happen. However, it was neither what he had hoped for, nor news that 
ultimately made him happy. What should have been excitement was just a buzzing 
discomfort in his stomach which kept him nervous and eventually got the better of him and 
his sleep. 


Another strange and inexplicable phenomenon within these walls. 


He left his couch to prepare his breakfast - a few dry biscuits with peanut butter. And since 
Tony was still asleep, he gulped down a whole spoonful of the peanut spread, assuring 
himself that it would go unnoticed. 


Most of his gestures were mechanical, as always. Use, eat, and wash. 


He saved himself from this routine by imagining a silly scenario in which he was on a special 
mission and that his goal was to have breakfast without Tony stirring in his sleep - which was 
a very complicated level, given how light sleeper the man could be. 


Then it was back to normal, with nothing extraordinary to do or accomplish other than being 
bored all the time and being aware of being alive. 


Something was fretting him, though. Today was definitely not a good day. Tom took another 
look at Tony' form and sighed. 


There was going to be an upheaval in their daily lives. Tom wouldn't admit it, not after 
spending so many hours expressing his discontentment, but he didn't like it. Not at all. 


His mind was terribly confused about it. 


A noise caught his attention at the other end of the bunker; Tony had woken up. He didn't 
greet him, and Tony didn't greet him either. That was how they greeted each other. A week- 
old tradition that they had subconsciously conformed to since the beginning of their 
cohabitation. Or maybe it was an implicit rule of life. It wasn't like Tony was up and running 
before he had his coffee, anyway. 


The man stepped into the kitchen area, scratching his head and yawning widely. And since it 
was way too tempting, and also because he needed to talk to relieve his stress, then Tom 
broke the rule - without remorse. 


"I can smell your morning breath from here... have some restraint dude, come on." 


Oddly, Tony considered his presence, glancing at him, annoyed. Even more surprisingly, he 
spoke to him. Oh? 


"Damn. I thought I was just waking up from a long nightmare, but the brat is still here..." 
"Ah-ah... very funny..." 
But Tony didn't care anymore, coffee had regained its priority in his savior's life. 


It could have been a morning like any other, so calm and almost reassuring despite the post 
apocalyptic conditions. Though, the words hung on Tom's tongue. He was dying to start the 
discussion. 


Most of the time when they spoke it was nothing but insignificant jibes and cordial words to 
make the cohabitation more livable between them. But today was different. Something was 
up and had already disrupted their daily lives. Tom was worried about crossing a line and 
being reprimanded once again if he ventured to bombard his roommate with questions at such 
an early hour - Tony would probably tell him to fuck off and then not speak to him for the 
whole the day. 


On the other hand... what had Tony expected? He was going on an expedition, he had told 
him. And that was it, nothing more. As mysterious as a riddle, and Tom was starting to think 
there was no solution. One night had passed, and the man still hadn't told him anything about 
his intentions or what was going to happen. Should he seriously say nothing and wait? 


It seemed so. 


If Tony noticed his insistent stares throughout breakfast, then he didn't mention it. He ate, 
washed his mug, and went to hole up in his lab while Tom gaped silently, hands gripping the 
edges of the small round table tightly. 


And the hours passed so. Tony stayed down the stairs, silent; Tom ended up thinking he had 
changed his mind about this expedition or maybe he had just dreamed about it last night. 


He was scribbling a spider on a web in his little notepad, daydreaming, when his roommate 
emerged from the lab with a large backpack which he dropped on his bed - the weight made 
the mattress sink, intriguing the teenager who jumped up on his feet to join Tony in the 
resting area. 


"What is that?" 

"A bag." 

When he wanted to rummage inside, Tony slapped his fingers. 
"Hey!" He shrieked as he rubbed his hand. "Don't hit me." 


Tom stuck his tongue at his roommate, trying to spark Tony's fighting spirit but he was 
ignored once again. The man walked past him as if he were just an awkward piece of 
furniture lying around in the middle of the way. 


"You're being rude." 


At this point he wasn't really expecting an answer, not even a look. He wondered why Tony 
could sometimes be so nice and sometimes so... cold. Was he moody or something? Bipolar, 
maybe? 


Feeling anxiety resurfacing, he could only watch the man gather up some supplies and put it 

in several, various pockets of his big bag. Tony's movements were never accidental, it was a 

process he seemed to be familiar with. He could even hear him whisper words over and over, 
a kind of list. 


Suddenly Tony turned to Tom. Both standing by the bed. The boy imagined that the man 
would finally speak to him like a real human being; he was wrong. 


"Move." 


He barely had time to jump back as Tony crouched down on the floor to pull a heavy 
briefcase from under the bed. Tom gasped when the content was revealed, both impressed 
and horrified. 


There were weapons. 


Knives of various sizes, pistols of all kinds, smoke bombs... Tony may have misunderstood 
his fixation to all these items. "These are not toys." He felt the need to warn him as if Tom 
hadn't already taken a good step back, wary of all these objects displayed in front of them. 
"You are forbidden to touch it." 


Tom was way too confused to think about saying anything about this new ban. 


But now that he saw the man with a bag, he realized that Tony was going to leave. The 
thought flared in his mind, clear and fiery. 


He looked at Tony with wide and terrified eyes, knotting his hands nervously together against 
his stomach. It was obvious that a good number of things desired to come out of his mouth, 
but he didn't have the courage. Or had he just forgotten how to speak? 


"Don't look at me like that," Tony sighed, closing one of the zippers. "It's necessary." 


Necessary... Tom remembered everything his roommate had narrated him about the outside 
world, and he wondered what could possibly be worthy enough to put his life on the line. 
What was so necessary? They had water, food, shelter... outside there was death. That's what 
Tony had always told him, repeated, harped on. 


"Usually, I go out about once every two weeks, or once a month. It depends on several 
criteria. But considering the hasty end of my last expedition, and the arrival of a newbie in 
the bunker," he looked at Tom pointedly, "then I have to go back, even if I don't stick with the 
usual intervals. That's all." 


And it was again as if Tom no longer existed. Tony went back to his preparations, leaving the 
boy with his fears and thoughts. 


The departure of his savior suddenly became much more real. He registered that he was 
going to be by himself all alone underground, that there would soon be no presence other 
than himself within these cold walls. He had dreamed of it once when Tony had pissed him 
off, and it had been exciting. But the reality was not. And if he was still lost at the thought of 
Tony wandering outside on a desolate Earth, he was at least certain to feel terror for the 
isolation to come. His roommate gone meant being alone. 


"We can limit the rations!" He proposed, waving his hands to get the man's attention. "The 
water, the food, the batteries... we just have to tighten our belts a little more!" 


This time, Tony didn't even spare him a mere glance. 
"We are already restraining our consumption." 


Tom thought back to that spoonful of peanut butter he'd stolen. He cursed at himself, feeling 
worse now. How selfish of him it had been. 


"We can do better..." 


As Tony sat down on his bed to lace his heavy boots, the teenager felt bubbles of anguish 
popping through his stomach until he felt nauseous and on the verge of returning his 
breakfast. 


"The radioactivity will burn you! It's going... it's going to destroy your cells, and, and make 
you sick! You put yourself in danger by exposing yourself like this, the radiation is too 
powerful for our body!" 


"No kidding." 


" 


Tom recoiled, frowning. "You don't have to be that mean. I'm just trying to... to... 


The man stood up to face him once the last knot of his shoe was tied. "To what? Help me?" A 
laugh shook his shoulders. "Be nice, be out of my way, and sit there and look pretty. And 
above all: silent. I don't want to forget anything, I have to be focused. Go play somewhere 
else." 


He was so mean. 
"Why do you hate me?" 


These weren't the words he'd thought to let out, but they had come out anyway. It was too late 
to take them back or act like he didn't care. Deep down, Tom was wondering what made the 
man push him away so much. He had his own assumptions, but the truth could only come 
from Tony. 


"Seriously, Kid? This is the end of the world, and these are the kind of questions you ask 
yourself?" The boy's lack of response was quite telling. "I am not your father. I am not your 
friend, or your chaperone, and it isn't my responsibility to make you feel loved and pampered. 
You breathe, you are alive, and you have a shelter with unrotten food. Savor this chance and 
think about your survival rather than dwelling on such trivialities. Grown up." 


Tom was almost shoved as Tony walked forward, determined to get rid of the boy's intrusive 
questions. He seemed tense, angry. His movements were harsher. 


Then he was struck once again by the image of Tony, outside, left to himself in an icy, dark 
wasteland of radioactive dust, walking among the ruins and rubble that were once homes, 
dwellings, and he felt fear. He felt fear when he was not the one to risk his life outside. The 
idea of that exterior was enough to give him a cold sweat, so Tom assumed Tony must 
probably be feeling the same. Why should he waste his time answering stupid questions 
when his hours may be counted? Tom refused to apologize for his limitless curiosity, but he 
could imagine why his roommate always answered so harshly. Now the boy didn't really feel 
able to blame him for his unfriendly attitude - yet. 


"How long are you gonna be gone?" 


He could stay a few hours alone, of course. Tony was always in his lab, so all he had to do 
was pretend his roommate was there downstairs as usual while he took a nap on the couch to 
stave off time and angst. 


Tony didn't grant him much hope. 
"T'll try to get back in three days." 


Three days. Seventy-two hours. Tom swallowed back his emotions - nothing understandable 
could have come out of his mouth. 


Three days... 


The boy hadn't been here for long, yet almost all of his memories were associated with this 
place and this man. Living three days without him would be like spending 21.43% of his life 


by himself, solely, buried underground. 
"It's... 1t's a lot." Tom managed to croak out. 


"No. This is just a small expedition. Let's say it's complementary to the one I couldn't 
complete." 


And here Tom had thought the day couldn't take a worse turn. It was probably his karma for 
the peanut butter spoonful. 


"Like I said, I will normally be home by the third day. I don't want to leave you alone for too 
long." 


Startled, Tom's first reaction was to smile. Shyly, barely believing that his savior really cared 
for him. But then Tony smirked, "I don't trust you not to set this place on fire." 


And this time, Tom wasn't even surprised. It was the Tony he knew. In a way, it was 
reassuring, so he kept his smile on as his roommate wandered in the room, collecting items, 
food, or whatever. Tom didn't really pay attention to it now. 


He looked at the ceiling. 
"Where are we?" 


Tony replied so mechanically the teenager was pretty sure it wasn't even sarcasm. "In a 
bunker." 


"I mean on the world map." He could tell they were in the United States, at least. 


There was the same kind of silence there was every time he asked Tony something about the 
outside world. The man seemed to be considering whether or not to answer. And finally... 


"Do you remember New York?" 


The name wasn't unfamiliar to the boy. It unearthed a few memories - old knowledge 
ingrained and learned. 


"I remember Central Park. I also remember the Brooklyn Bridge, the Empire State Building, 
and the Statue of Liberty." He recited studiously, secretly happy to be able to mention these 
old monuments. These memories weren't really personal, but they still had a close connection 
to before. 


Tony listened to him without interrupting, strangely attentive and indifferent. Just when Tom 
thought he wouldn't have more information, the man spoke. 


"We're somewhere in Manhattan. Under a tower." 
It took a few seconds for Tom to put his finger on what confused him. 


"Which one?" 


In this huge city that was New York, there was more than one tower that tickled the skies. 
Everything there was huge. It all looked like a tower. 


He hadn't expected to see a veil of nostalgia on his savior's face. It was subtle, and yet Tom 
didn't miss it. 


"The Avengers Tower." 


Tony didn't seem to expect any comment from the younger one, nor to seek one; Rightly so, 
since the tower name did not bring back any memory in Tom. 


But the boy at least found himself with a few answers, although in the end he realized there 
was little he could do with them except store them somewhere in his finicky memory. So they 
were in New York City, in Manhattan, and under the Avengers Tower inside a bunker. 


Tom took a deep breath, accepting the information and feeding on it. They were building his 
story, something he needed. These were new little shards that he could reassign to himself, 
although he couldn't really remember them. He was going to have plenty of time to try and 
think about it over and over again until some semblance of meaning appeared. 


"Is... 1s the city destroyed?" 


If the bombs had exploded in major urban areas, then there was little chance that New York 
had escaped them. But he wanted to be sure, to hear it word for word. 


"Yes and no." 
"Yes and no? It doesn't mean anything. Is the city destroyed or not?" 


Tony's sigh might have almost been comical if Tom hadn't felt so troubled for a town he 
hardly remembered. 


"Imagine a big crater a few hundred yards in diameter near Brooklyn, and you'll get close to 
reality. Most of the buildings around this area have been completely razed to the ground, and 
are nothing more than ancient history as we speak. But there are... remains, from a certain 
distance. The shock wave from the New York bomb has diluted over a large perimeter, but 
the material damage is minimal compared to the loss of life. Buildings have suffered 
extensive destruction, while others have partially collapsed, and while nothing alive is 
growing around there are still a few buildings to explore and loot." 


Explore and loot... that was the whole point of Tony's expedition. This bothered Tom more 
than knowing what was left of their old world without him even realizing it. 


"You're taking a really big risk for a few cans." 
"It's necessary." The man argued confidently. 


"Ts it?" 


"Don't teach me what is necessary for survival, Kiddo. I have more experience than you on 
this path. Besides, the expeditions are not just for food. I make maps of what's left, and I 
collect important material where I know there 1s." 


"What kind of material?" Tom asked immediately, more out of curiosity than because of 
contradiction. 


"You will see." 
His lips twisted in an obvious pout, as Tony returned to his bag. 


"Don't think that amuses me. Going out isn't a chance, let alone a game. I go out because 
that's the right thing to do. I do what needs to be done, even if it's not what I want. It's like 
that. I have to do it." 


Words said as Tony packed his stuff and headed for the door. 
The bunker door, the one Tom was forbidden to touch. 


Tom crossed his arms to keep himself from doing something stupid, biting his lip to keep 
himself from saying something even stupider. His distress, he kept it. Outside, Tony wasn't 
going to need it. 


Fuck, Tony was going to leave. 
Maybe this was the last time they saw each other? 


He wanted to follow Tony. He wanted it so badly. Maybe he could stop something bad from 
happening, if they stayed together? 


Or maybe it was time to admit that he was selfish and only cared about the days he was going 
to spend in silence and loneliness. His anxiety could only come from there. 


"You can use my water rations while I'm gone to make up for your excess yesterday." 


Something on the teen's face softened. After all, Tony's absence wasn't going to be that bad... 
But the prospect only thrilled him for a miserable minute before a startling fear suddenly 
gripped his heart and throat when the man turned to him, bag over one shoulder and a tight 
smile. 


"If I haven't come back in a week, then consider me dead." 


And Tony left. 


Alone 
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Tony was gone. 

He had opened the heavy main door of the bunker, and a room on the other side lit up. 
Then Tom found himself alone. 

It was already evening according to the clock. 


The lights were programmed to dim as night approached, true to the circadian cycle and 
primarily to conserve light energy within this place. They were supposed to participate in 
their comfort in this underground concrete box, mimicking a sun that could not remain 
through days and nights. 


But Tom couldn't bring himself to turn them off and thus bring more darkness in here. Tony 
didn't need to know about his misuse of the light, anyway. He wasn't there to scold him and 
tell him what to do like he was better than him. 


Closing his tired eyes, he pictured his roommate walk through the door and into this new 
place, just behind. He had called it the decontamination airlock; an area slightly smaller than 
their bathroom, somehow similar to a lock-room. An extension of this tiny bunker. 


On one side of the room, he remembered the benches lining the wall with hooks above - 
probably for hanging clothes. On the other side, across the benches, Tom still perfectly 
remembered the glass wall through which a strange uniform was displayed. It had evoked to 


him the image of an astronaut gear at first glance, especially the tightly domed helmet 
equipped with a visor. Unlike an astronaut suit, this one was thin and dirty. He had watched 
Tony put on portion by portion, through the window of the main door, which closed as soon 
as the man walked through it. When Tony had finished putting on the entire outfit, not a 
single patch of his skin was exposed. 


A very unusual and strange sight. 
He had barely seen the man's eyes through the tinted visors of the gas mask. 


Though, he had clearly seen the traces of dried blood which stained the fabric on the chest 
and arms. Tom had wished he could question him about it, but Tony wouldn't have heard him 
through the thick door that had separated them back then. Tony had slung his massive bag 
over his shoulders and opened another door opposite to where the teen had stood. For a 
second Tom had hoped to see the world standing and waiting just behind. But he had only 
seen a ferrous ladder ascending toward the surface, just before the door closed loudly and the 
airlock lights went out. 


And then nothing. 


He had found himself with the familiar tone of the bunker, facing the blurred contours of his 
silhouette reflected in the glass of the main door. 


After that? 


He had headed to his couch, and had waited a long time. He had waited for hours that felt like 
minutes, minutes and hours within which he had believed that what he was feeling was relief 
because he was finally alone with no one to remind him that he was only an indebted soul. 

He had tried to tell himself that Tony's absence around him was a good thing. 


Honestly, this ploy had worked for at most seven minutes before the walls of the bunker 
suddenly started to look a lot narrower than usual. 


He was actually petrified by this crushing silence. 


When Tom was finally out of his torpor, he cooked himself a meal and then went to bed, 
hoping to be able to reproduce his usual routine with or without his roommate. It was just 
about sleeping, doing a simple task that was necessary for his body. Sleep: he could do it. It 
was easy. It was the one and only door he could use to escape that place without risking his 
life. 


And yet... 


Tom gave up this attempt a little before six in the morning. With the lights on, or with the 
lights off, sleep just hadn't wanted to hug him. 


Hell, those three days were going to be really long. 


He needed to occupy his mind; he couldn't be idle indefinitely. So, he made breakfast, just as 
painstakingly and slowly as usual, hoping to gain - purge - minutes. And when that task was 


done, once his stomach was calm, he attended to his dishes, meticulous about every bit of 
food residue on his plate, rubbing the sponge more than enough to satisfy his perfectionist 
side. 


Then, again, he returned to the couch, hands crossed over his knees, gazing attentively at a 
random point in the void. 


It was calm. 
Surprisingly, Tom had spent the first day like a champion. This is how he would tell Tony. 


And since by nightfall the boy could neither fall asleep nor endure the oppressive silence that 
resided in the room, he decided to commit his daily crime dose: he climbed onto Tony's bed, 
intending to bask there all night. He deserved it. 


Amused at transgressing one of the rigid and absolute rules his savior had made, Tom jumped 
up and down on the mattress, barefoot, throwing his arms in the air and screaming happily 
until he felt his legs sore. Tickling the ban was appreciable, he concluded. 


It was then that he noticed the lab - he could see the doorless frame which led to the stairs 
just by turning his head to the left from Tony's bed. Since the man wasn't there to scold him 
or chase him away... he sneaked into the room. It would have been crazy not to take this 
opportunity when he had dreamed of visiting that section of the bunker from day one. 


As soon as he put a foot on the tiled lab floor, the blue and white lights intuitively illuminated 
the room, although some standby screens were already partially lighting it. 


Tom touched everything with his fingertips, just because he could. Every device, every wall, 
every surface... He grew tired of it pretty quickly, however. His gaze caught a blood-red 
fabric in the corner of the room. It reminded the boy of the sheets people used to put over 
furniture in uninhabited houses to keep them from time and dust. And if before he hadn't had 
the curiosity to lift the curtain to reveal its contents before, he definitely had it now. What 
could Tony have that was so important to preserve? 


His fingers pinched the fabric as the suspense peaked, and Tom tugged until the sheet slipped 
to the floor in a faint thud. 


"Wow..." 

He hadn't expected this discovery. 

Inside a glass block was the head of a... robot. 
"Holy cow!" 


Without thinking about it he pressed his two palms against the cold glass and brought his face 
closer, trying to get a better look at this hidden treasure. It was by far the coolest thing he had 
seen down there since waking up. 


The entire helmet was red, except for a golden faceplate and two symmetrical slits dedicated 
for what was the eye area. Tom wondered why his roommate had this odd thing in his 
possession. It was even more astonishing, knowing how pragmatic Tony could be: everything 
that was buried in the bunker with them was not the result of chance, each item had its utility 
and deserved its place in this concrete box that was their shelter. 


Why a helmet, then? 


Tom would have loved to take the glass box off and try helmet on his own head, but the fear 
of doing some irreparable stupidity held him back. Tony would kill him if he found out he 
had rummaged through his things, so he didn't even want to imagine what might happen if he 
unfortunately damaged something that didn't belong to him. 


He sighed, disappointed and intrigued at the same time. What were they supposed to do with 
it? Why would Tony bring this back from outside? 


New questions were added to Tom's mental list, which was frustrating since he had hoped 
that his forbidden visit could unravel some mysteries. 


The boy carefully replaced the sheet over the glass cube after a last long look at the metal 
walls of the helmet, hoping one day he could get answers from his savior. Maybe he would 
let him try it? It was totally worth the risk to ask. This imposing helmet instilled in the 
teenager a sense of power and courage; he did not intend to play dumb about its existence 
forever. 


Continuing his snooping, the boy tried to mess with the computers. Passwords halted him, 
without much surprise. 


Coding wasn't his thing, anyway. He wasn't the strongest at this game. 
But who was, then? 


Tom felt like he could turn around and ask someone for a helpful hand, someone who could 
use these computers with or without codes. 


He closed his eyes and visualized a beaming smile. 


Playful eyes, chubby cheeks, and legos in their hands. Who was it? The more Tom tried to 
remember it, the more a strange feeling of warmth came to his chest. This feeling grew 
painful as he insisted without results, without remembering... nothing came. 


He wasn't supposed to be there... 

The young survivor walked up the stairs to Tony's bed, shoulders slumped and eyes hazy. 
He had come so close to retrieve a memory, to remember someone. 

Who were they, the boy compulsively wondered as he lay down heavily on the mattress. 


His brother? 


Yeah, ‘he'... his memory was a ‘he’. 
The thought made him grin. What if he had a brother? 


Was he younger, or older? What was his name? Were they close to one another, or the type to 
fight for everything and anything? Was he... 


Was he dead? 


The chest ache returned. Just this once, he decided not to push. This memory could wait... 
just a little longer. It was late. Yes, it was late. 


Tom sighed, rolling over to settle on his right side and face the wall. 
He noticed photos at face level. 


A man in military uniform, his arm around the shoulder of a twenty years younger Tony. 
Another man, stockier, in a neat suit, waving dismissively at the camera as if chasing an 
annoying fly. A red-haired woman, holding in her hands a strawberry cake with the candles 
still lit, staring right at the lenses with an irritated and sulky glare. And another photo of a 
group in what looked like a gym, all sweaty, but happy. Tom recognized his savior standing 
proudly next to a blond man; no one else on the paper was familiar to him except Tony. 


Without even realizing it, he reached out a finger and brushed the digit against the glossy 
paper. He perceived a breath of nostalgia from the touch, and a lot, a lot of grief. 


Forgetting a whole past didn't seem so horrible, all of a sudden. There was worse, so much 
worse. 


Tony was haunted by his memories, too. He could name everyone he had lost, while Tom had 
nothing to weep over. 


Tony... 


Wake up. Get up. Eat. Dishes. Take inventory. Wash. And eat again. 
Simple tasks, simple list. 


Every time the boy completed a task, he ticked a box in his head. It was... a plan. These were 
his missions - he had to stick to them. Nothing could go wrong if he did everything right. 


Tony was a fool to worry about him being by himself. 
Or maybe not? 


He ignored the reasonable little voice in his mind in favor of his absurd interest in the 
forbidden. 


"So. How do you work, little thing?" Tom mumbled through his teeth as he shook the radio 
lightly near his ear. "Not broken, eh? I'm sure you have something to tell us." 


Tony never let him touch it. He could usually only watch - from afar. 


So, he tried to hear. Radio in his hands, fingers fiddling with buttons and antennas, he tried. 
It was not uncommon for his roommate to sometimes spend more than an hour a day 
attempting to receive sound from somewhere on the other side. He wasn't there, so Tom was 
replacing him. It was an important mission. 


The radio was heavy in his little sutured hands. Hope Scrap, as Tony had called it in the past, 
was supposed to pick up frequencies over long ranges. But he couldn't hear anything other 
than static interferences. 


No human voices - no instructions, or greetings. 


The nuclear electromagnetic impetus accompanying the New York explosion silenced all 
nearby stations, Tom replayed Tony's explanation in his mind. 


In other words: vain hope. 


This radio sang only deafening silence. A whole day had passed since his savior left, and 
Tom was feeling extremely uncomfortable; maybe a little more with the device he was 
holding. The placidity was terrible, worse than when Tony had taken care - in his own way - 
of one of his infected stitches, four or five days ago. Pain was bearable: Tony would laugh at 
him, Tom would complain, and it would be over. The loneliness and the silence gave the boy 
the impression that time was slowing down, and that he would never be able to extricate 
himself from this anguish again. 


He had craved to be alone in the times he had hated his savior. It wasn't what he had 
expected. 


Tom was so tiny here all by himself. It was overwhelming and suffocating. 


Although he probably would have thrown the radio off his knees in surprise if he had heard a 
voice sound, he still would have preferred to hear something. Someone. 


"Answer, please. Talk to me." 


Wake up. Get up. Eat. Dishes. Take inventory. Wash. And eat again. 


It wasn't rocket science; he could do it. Tony had taught him to live here. There was no need 
to think, to mull unnecessarily: he had to perform tasks efficiently. It was necessary to do 
what had to be done, these were the instructions. Tom knew his rules. 


To distract himself, the boy would perform a series of physical exercises that Tony had 
advised him shortly after waking up. Since he was bored, he did more than he needed and 
more than his body could handle; if he stopped, it was only because his muscles were getting 
too sore to persevere. But at least he had killed a little of time... 


He took a shower. And he wondered if he had taken the inventory. So, he did it again, just to 
be sure. 


Lifting one of the flagstones in the kitchen area, he pulled out a big, full bag to check the 
appearance of the food inside. 


The rice was obviously in good condition. It was rice, after all, he told himself, biting his lip 
as he plunged his hand between the white grains. Tom wondered absently how much of them 
a sack like this one could contain... how long would it take him to count them all? 


"Damn it, Tom, pull yourself together." 
Why would he want to count grains of rice? He could do better with his time. 


Frustrated, he crossed his arms over his chest and lay down on the floor. The bulb-light just 
above burned his retina, but he continued to stare at it anyway. It reminded him of the sun. 


His thoughts drifted to Tony - again. 
What was he doing right now? Where was he? What was he seeing? 
What was the world like, now? 


Tom fantasized of merry and vivid landscapes, he envisioned life in abundance and a 
beautiful sun shining in the middle of a blue sky. He liked to do that, and to add little 
insignificant details like birds, rainbows, people chatting lively in crowded streets, cats 
playing with fallen leaves in the gutters and cars of all colors... today, he added flowers that 
pierced the concrete sidewalks, and squirrels which ran on the trees in the green parks. 


Sometimes he tried to visualize scenes closer to reality: ruins, ashes, a gray sky and particles 
floating in the wind. A city reduced to the state of atoms. 


No, he didn't like to think about it. He preferred to muse about birds, and life... 


The sun warming his skin, the wind whipping gently his face... oh, he was sure he missed it. 
He added a little more fantasy to his dreams. 


The skyscrapers connected with each other with wooden bridges, the cars could take off, the 
cities levitated, the clouds were pink and green... it was so beautiful. Was this in that fairy 
world that Tony had found the robot head? Did he fight the real robot and take his head as a 
trophy? He thought back to that metallic helmet in his hands, guessing how light it could be, 
and he saw the eyes lit up. Brilliant. Threatening. Staring at him, approaching, approaching 
fast and- ... 


Tom woke up with a start. He couldn't see anything. 
Nothing at all. 


There was only darkness engulfing him, and the world was gone. When he waved his hands 
to hold onto something - anything - he didn't feel a thing. Nothing, nothing at all. 


Not a sound. Not a light. 
Oh, God, was he dead? Was it death? Nothingness? 


He remembered that he had a mouth with vocal cords, so he used them and screamed, he 
screamed with all his might as he straightened up. 


The automatic lighting detected his movements - the lights came on. 


He was back in the bunker, sitting on the kitchen floor. Alone. He was not dead. The thought 
should have comforted him, but he couldn't come to his senses. It was barely if he was 
breathing normally. In fact, Tom was breathing too fast. 


He crawled until he could lean against the counter and put a hand to his chest, wincing when 
he felt a pinch in his lungs every time he took in an inhalation. The boy felt like something 
horrible was going to happen, and there was nothing he could do to stop it from occurring. 
He felt small. Trapped. Each breath seemed to be the last one. He never had enough, never 
enough air; he couldn't breathe because there was no air here. How was he supposed to be 
fine if he couldn't even breathe? It hurt like hell. He was locked in an airless coffin, all alone, 
in the obscurity, and the darkness was swallowing him whole. He hated it. He could not. He 
could not. Where was Tony? 


Instinctively his legs guided him to the bed where he hid under the duvet. Tom was shaking 
so hard that the bed creaked frantically. 


He immediately recognized the familiar scent of his roommate. He found it comforting 
enough that he decided to lean and snuggle up against the tissue, eager for some phantom 
human touch. 


New tears tingled his eyes when he imagined for a second that maybe that was all he had left 
of Tony. Maybe the man was dead, maybe something terrible had happened to him outside 
and his body was inert in a beach of radioactive cinder and time was already gnawing his 


flesh off his bones. He visualized dark, lifeless eyes staring at nothing at all, maggots 
piercing the gelatin in his irises. 


All because of Tom. 
Tony was out for him, because of him. 


He could have limited his resources... he could have, he wanted to if it meant bringing his 
savior back. He didn't care about being hungry. Tony could have been there with him. Tom 
wouldn't have needed to be left alone in the isolation. 


The teenager sniffled, nestling his nose closer to the perfume of his roommate, feigning his 
presence in bed. With him. 


Three days and four hours. 
Wake up. Get up. Eat. Dishes. Take inventory. Wash. And eat again. 


He did not exercise on the third day. His whole body was shaking, it was just as if he could 
hold a fork. The night had been harder to pass than he had admitted, and hours of sleep were 
starting to run short. 


Tom hated himself tremendously for being so fragile when the only thing expected of him 
was to survive. All he had to do was to stay quiet and sleep, and yet he couldn't. What was 
Tony going to think of him? 


It was pathetic. 


All he wanted was to prove he was worthy of being a survivor. It couldn't be coincidence that 
he had survived to this day. Alive was a status that had to be earned. 


What if... what if one day he had to live all by himself? What if one day, some miserable day, 
he was condemned to live on his own, without the protection of anyone, without the support 
of any soul? It was probably very selfish of him, but the idea of living alone scared him more 
than the prospect of losing his roommate. Tony wasn't somebody fundamentally bad, he 
could tell, but bonding in an apocalyptic world where there was more room for death than life 
was doubtless not a good idea. It would affect him, in the end. 


Was he convinced by his own words, though? 


Wrapping his arms around him tightly, he sighed. Humans weren't meant to be alone. They 
were good for nothing on their own. 


Alone, Tom was just a forlorn and scared child. 


Just as he watched the shapes of his figure through the glass of the main bunker door, the 
lights in the airlock flickered on. 
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His nose was glued to the glass of the main door; his heart about to explode. 
Tony was back. 


He watched as the outside airlock door closed and the neon lights dazzled Tony and his 
expedition suit, revealing it dirtier than the day he left. 


The aforementioned outfit was removed fluidly, followed by the other layers of clothes, 
which the man hastily tore from him almost as if it was painful to wear them. All his clothes. 


Tom blushed drastically when he realized that his roommate was indeed undressing without 
the slightest ounce of shame; as far as his memory could take him, Tom had never seen naked 
man other than himself in his life. So, he averted thoroughly his gaze, mindful for Tony's 
privacy. A second. Two seconds... then he peeked through the window again. He couldn't 
help but look at the man, staring at him to make sure it was him, that it was Tony, he was 
there, he was fine. He had to ensure that it wasn't a cruel trick of his mind, that he wasn't 
going to disappear as soon as he closed his eyelids. 


Tony hurriedly got under the head of a wall mounted shower which Tom didn't notice until 
water poured out of it, spraying the man's naked body. He guessed the scorching water, 
considering the dense steam rising and misting the glass of the inner door. Tom also noticed 
yellowish gas escaping from the pipes snaking up the ceiling. The airlock was performing a 
decontamination process. 


Tony was actively rubbing his skin, scratching it with his fingernails, massaging the yellow 
film which beaded all over his body until it fully and properly entered the pores. His large 
hands hovered over a face torn with discomfort and fatigue, his thumbs wiping the wetness 
from his dark lashes. Tom only looked at his face, accepting the feeling of relief that chased 


and stole the place of fear and worry. He was reassured, and happy. Just happy to see this 
familiar face who shared a tragic fate similar to his. 


The man glanced over his shoulder and noticed his gaze before Tom could have a chance to 
feign innocence. Rather than berating him, he winked at the boy. 


Tom smiled. 


Then, for the first time for what had seemed like an eternity, he returned to his sofa with a 
peaceful mind. He could breathe again. 


Tony walked into the bunker after a little over half an hour. Naturally, Tom straightened up 
and turned his head in his direction. He hadn't expected to witness this scene though: Tony 
was naked like a newborn, walking casually and his chin up. 


Oh! 


Tom looked down frankly, once again feeling his cheeks and ears heat up. So, his roommate 
had definitely no shame at all? 


"You feasted your eyes earlier. You can do it again; I won't tell anyone." His savior's voice 
teased him. 


If it were possible, the boy would have turned even redder than he already was. 
"That... it's not that, old man! I just wanted to make sure you were okay, that's all." 


He tried a few glances in Tony's direction, careful not to look at what he shouldn't be looking 
at, as the man rummaged in the dresser at the foot of the bed. 


Tom was then able to see his entire back, with details he had never spotted before. A few rare 
scars here and there, the muscles of his shoulders rolling under his sun-tanned skin with 
every movement, well-defined hips, and toned legs. By accident or not, his eyes lingered on 
Tony's rounded butt. He hadn't expected to describe an ass as attractive, and yet that was the 
only word hanging on his tongue as he wondered if Tony was naturally that curved, or was it 
because he was still gently titillating him? 


Tom urged himself to look away before the situation became embarrassing for both of them 
and noticed light emanating from the airlock - the room's lights were still on, and the yellow 
gases continued to pour in. 


"It's decontaminating my stuff." Tony explained briefly, pulling on a t-shirt. 


Just as the man had his arms up and his head hidden in the clothe, Tom saw something on his 
chest, just where his breastbone was. He narrowed his eyes, surprised to find a huge scar 
centered between Tony's pecs - an ancient scar, older than any that adorned the teenager's 
skin. 


He met the gaze of his now fully dressed savior, and since he was still taken aback by what 
he had just seen, he said the first words he could think of to save himself from an uncertain 
silence. 


"You look like shit." 
"Wow. Hi to you too, brat." 


Damn, why was he glad to hear that stupid nickname again? It was supposed to be something 
he would have gotten rid of without hesitation. 


"I almost missed you, you know?" 


"Oh?" Tony chuckled, raising an eyebrow that clearly showed he had already picked on the 
irony in the boy's voice. 


Despite it, Tom continued. 
"Yeah. It's been a long time without your shitty jokes." 


He saw Tony's eyes narrowing, but instead of receiving an insult he'd been prepared for, there 
was only a quiet smile. 


"Brat." 


With this the man was back to his usual fussing, going right to left in the bunker and then he 
went to his lab. Tom decided against the idea to follow him - Tony probably needed some 
time for himself now that he was safe in the shelter. He allowed himself to approach the 
stairs, however. 


"What do you want to eat? Iam going to cook!" Tom proposed enthusiastically. 
After a few seconds, "You can use a piece of dried meat. I deserve it." 


Meat? The saliva flooded without further delay the mouth of the youngest who stamped at 
the top of the stairs. 


"Can I take some, too?" 
"Sure, Kid." 


Yes! 


And Tom did, satisfied. 


Tony was home, he was no longer alone, and he was finally going to eat some meat. Who 
could ask for more? Tom was thrilled. 


He busied himself in the kitchen with a huge grin, humming an unfamiliar tune as the pasta 
cooked in a pot. The meat, here, was nothing more or less than a large piece of dried flesh, 
resembling at first glance a sausage. Although the smell was very strong, Tom wanted to 
crunch a gigantic mouthful, just for the sake of eating something different than their usual 
tasteless food. 


He didn't mind cooking both his share, and Tony's. Not at all. It didn't bother him either when 
Tony showed up at the table with five minutes after everything was ready and settled. He was 
too happy to have someone in front of him and to be able to talk to anything other than his 
shadow to allow himself to care about it. 


And now that his roommate was there... Tom's curious nature took over. 
"So?" He prompted, almost bouncing on his chair like an excited puppy. 
Tony raised an eyebrow. 

™So'?" 


"Well... tell me everything!" Tom brought the thin piece of meat to his mouth, moaning 
heavily as the salty taste warmed his tongue. "Damn, this is so good. I didn't know I missed it 
so much. I needed it." 


"You want me to tell you everything? Since my birth?" 


It sounded like Tony was playing with him, and yet the man didn't show the shadow of a 
smile. Under usual circumstances, Tom would have let it go, but now he couldn't see 
anything other than his roommate's dark circles, big dark circles that made him look older. 


"Don't be ridiculous... you know exactly what I'm talking about. The most exciting thing I 
have done is hold a headstand for three minutes! Have a little compassion and entertain me!" 


He could see that Tony looked half amused and half annoyed at his chatty mood. For a 
second, he even wondered if he was going to get an answer. So, he asked another question, 
without really thinking. He said the words because that was all Tom could think of when he 
saw his savior. 


"Are you doing okay?" 
Tony glanced at him doubtfully. 


"Let's say hopefully I'll just have nausea for a few days. But it could be that my symptoms 
worsen and that I bleed out to death from all my orifices. In a case like this, I would ask you 
to please put me out of my misery so that I do not suffocate in my own blood in one last 
painful breath." 


The fork slipped from Tom's fingers and landed noisily on his plate. 

"I'm kidding." 

"W-What?" Tom stammered, blinking quickly and several times to ward off his dizziness. 
"It was a joke." Tony added. "Calm down, Kid. I'm fine." 

"You're fine... You sure?" 

"Yeah." 

Tom released his breath, massaging his chest just above his heart. 

Then Tony added, "Actually..." 


The way he dragged the last syllable made him realize that Tony was still toying with him, so 
Tom glared at the man to dissuade him from doing it again. Tony's smile just grew wider. 


"Does the mention of death always make you this happy or it's just you do like to piss me 
off?" 


"I let you guess." The man sneered, dipping his fork into his steaming pasta. 
"I'm guessing you're an assho-" 
"Careful, kid. You wouldn't want me to deprive you of your meat, hm?" 


And like that, Tom was pouting, an arm wrapped protectively around his plate just in case 
any stupid ideas crossed his roommate's mind. 


Legumes were great for providing them with a daily dose of protein, but the meat had 
something else. Tony seemed to be on the same page as him for once. 


"I'll kill for a steak. A good, rare steak, just one." 
Tom nodded without realizing it. But his mind was still preoccupied with Tony's bad joke. 


He was aware that a hemorrhage was one of the symptoms to be expected with intense 
exposure to radioactivity. But considering Tony had taken the necessary precautions before 
stepping outside into the contaminated air, then he wasn't irradiated - he was fine. That was 
what the equipment was made for, after all. Right? But what if there had been a tear on the 
fabric? A flaw, somewhere? A tiny mistake might have been enough to condemn- 


Shit. 


Taking another bite of his meat, Tom concentrated on focusing his attention away from 
insane thoughts. What was the point of living with "what ifs"? He could rebuild a whole 
world, that way. 


"T like rare meat, too." 


He remembered it the same way he remembered loving science or putting pickles in his flat 
sandwiches. In the end, it didn't matter much. But it was still a small part of him. 


They ate in silence for a few minutes when Tony suddenly announced, 

"I brought some surprises for you." 

This immediately captured the interest of the teenager who sat up straight in his seat. 
"Yeah?" 

Or maybe it was another one of his stupid jokes? 


Tony didn't answer; he just looked at the bunker door, checking to see if the decontamination 
process was still in effect. The lights were out. 


"What is it? Did you really think of me?" 
"Don't make me regret it." 

"I won't! What is it, huh? What is it?" 
"And you made me regret it." 


Tony rolled his eyes, and Tom wasn't about to throw in the towel. But still, there was that 
strange moment when the boy felt all the excitement vanishing as he mused of the outside 
world, just where his savior came from. He remembered how much he imagined about it. 


His shoulders slumped just as slightly as he lowered his voice, asking almost timidly, "What 
does it look like, outside?" 


Tony didn't like talking about it, he knew that. But he couldn't help it. He would never be at 
peace until he got a few answers about their world. Tony was probably conscious of it, too. 


"There are buildings still standing. Everything is desert, though. There is rubble and ruins all 
over the streets, upside-down car wrecks and flying garbage. The carpet of dust is getting 
thicker day by day, which isn't too bad since I can easily find my way back by following the 
footprints I leave on my path. What else? It's cold. Really cold, I'm freezing my butt off 
outside, believe me. Everything is dull, and gray, and... and bland. No sun, no moon. I 
noticed that the few rare plants I run into are either dead or sick. I imagine if there were to 
remain green landscapes on Earth, then they must all be very far from cities." 


Not trusting himself to remain neutral in Tony's words, Tom preferred to get up to clear the 
table and take care of the dishes. There was a chance he would break something - again - but 
it was better than sitting and waiting helplessly for the verdict. 


"I dropped off a few messages on my tracks. I have no answer, nor proof that anyone has 
approached the tower. Nothing changes, for the moment." 


It was predictable. 


Tom excused himself and went to sit on the couch where he curled up in his blanket. Now 
that his roommate was home, maybe he could get a few hours of sleep. And maybe, maybe, 
he wouldn't have a nightmare. 


He was so disappointed with this defeatist description of their city, their world. Why keep 
building up hopes when there was no sign? It didn't make sense. 


"I'm sorry to be the bearer of bad news, kid." He heard Tony speak. "I wish I had a solution to 
all of this... but there is nothing I can do." 


After a short silence, he added, "I'm sorry." 


It wasn't his fault, the boy thought instantly. However, those few words were enough to make 
him feel a little better. It wasn't much and it didn't save them from the shitty situation they 
were stuck in, but it was still nice words. 


"It's okay. At least we're here." 


Tony didn't look convinced. Tom insisted, eager to make Tony feel better too. Just like he had 
just said a moment ago, they were in this shit together. 


"We are here, we are alive! We could have been dead and everything would have been over, 
but here we are! It means something." 


His savior didn't contradict him, but he still didn't look convinced, so he didn't push it even 
though he had many more questions on his mind. unlike to his habits, Tom found it wiser to 
wait. It just wasn't a good time. And, time, they had only that down here; they would talk 
later. 


The flame of his curiosity flared as Tony stood up and walked towards the airlock. The 
teenager was tempted to follow him inside just to see and touch anything he could touch, but 
Tony was back with his big bag before he could even get up from the couch. 


He sighed, again disappointed. Another time, maybe. 
Tony dropped the bag on the coffee table, right in front of Tom who was shifting nervously. 
"Let's take a look at the loot, then." 


First, tin cans. Classic. They needed to fill their stock, and these cans corresponded to many 
days of food. 


Tony passed them one after the other to Tom, and Tom stacked them one on top of the other 
on the surface of the table until they formed a tower of five cans. Proud of himself and 
satisfied with his work, the boy reached out for another box but was instead given a stack of 
clothes. 


Pants, t-shirts, sweatshirts, socks... 


Clothes of his size. 


Oh. 
Tony had brought him some clothes. 


As he looked up at the man standing in front of him, he wondered if a gaze might be enough 
to show all the gratitude he was feeling - the words just wouldn't leave his mouth, although 
his lips were parted in obvious shock. There were so many things he wanted to say, so many 
thoughts and emotions to express. Why now he couldn't speak? His fingers tightened around 
the pile he was holding in his arms the same way he would carry an infant. Slowly, he put 
them on his knees and pressed his hands flat on top, smoothing out the few folds he felt under 
his digits. 


"Thank you, Mr. Stark" 
He was delighted. Finally, he had his own possessions. His own clothes, debt free. 


He recognized on the man's face the urge to make a silly joke - but against all odds, he bowed 
his head and politely accepted the words. How surprising. Had they really just had a civilized 
conversation? Well, he was the only one who had spoken, and it was only three or four little 
words, but it still mattered. Kind of? In the end, Tony had really thought of him. 


Now that the reflexion had germinated in his head, he was unable to dispose of his smile. He 
had only one thought: to lock himself in the bathroom and rip off the filthy clothes he was 
wearing so that he could replace them with something viable. 


Guessing his intentions, Tony raised a hand to hold him back. 
"Wait a minute, Speedy Gonzales. There is something else I have found. Here." 


Above the clothes was placed a small white box. There was an orange strip stuck around it 
where Tom could read "vitamin," with a few more instructions on the back listing the 
composition. The boy took it in his hand, cocking his head to the side and giving Tony a 
quizzical look. 


"Vitamins. You're a lucky guy, this box had rolled under one of the shelvings in the drugstore. 
I almost didn't catch it." 


"A drugstore? Did you find some medicine?" 


Tony shook his head. "Not this time, unfortunately. Keep them. Take one every day, you have 
to avoid ending up with deficiencies. I am not a doctor. You probably need it more than I do, 


anyway." 
"Is that... a double gift? Are you being nice to me? Seriously?" 


"What? Pff, no." Tony waved a hand dismissively. Tom didn't fall for it. "I just need you to 
stay alive, don't forget you have debts to pay me off." 


"I'll make pasta, then!" The boy laughed happily, his chuckles filling the entire space of the 
room. "You always burn your pasta, and I don't. I could make pasta, tons of pasta then! I can't 


get enough of pasta." 


"First, you've said 'pasta' enough times for today. Second, don't think about it. You can't buy 
me with pasta." 


"I can!" 
"Can not." 
"Yes, I ca-" 


"Shut up, or I won't give you your third gift!" Tony cut him off with a falsely threatening 
voice. 


The teenager's eyes lit up. "A third gift?! Give it to me!" 


His roommate smirked quietly as he rammaged through his bag. "That's what happens with 
spoiled kids..." he whispered between his teeth. "They are turning demanding." 


And Tom couldn't even feel bad about it, he was way too eager for that. Was he acting like a 
spoiled child? Maybe... he couldn't care less. 


"Okay, here it is. This is my good deed of the year, take care of it. Seven years' bad luck if 
you break it." 


The smile that had seemed indelible on the teen's mouth instantly faded when he realized 
what Tony was holding in his hand. 


He understood it when he saw a face - a real one - which wasn't Tony's or a photo. When he 
blinked the face blinked, too. When a tear fell on his sutured cheek, a sister tear did the same 
through the reflection of the mirror he was holding. 


A mirror. 
Hazel eyes met hazel eyes. 


He discovered himself, he recognized himself, he found himself. He was right there, he had a 
face again, his own face. Tom was no longer just a description of Tony. He had eyes, a nose, 
cheeks, a mouth, hair... He found himself. His hand rested against his own cheek as the 
reflection mimicked his movements, and his fingers slipped their way through his curly 
locks. It was him. He could legitimately exist again. 


Oh... 
Oh. 


"My name is Peter." 


A Petrified Struggle 
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Peter. 
He was Peter. 


Peter, from the greek 'petros' which meant 'rock'. A strong, solid name that reflected kindness, 
empathy, and a leadership instinct - someone had told him those words, once, although he 
forgot who. 


It suited him, that was what Tony had told him. 


"You have a Peter's face, indeed." The man had mumbled before grabbing his bag and 
walking away - he had tons of stuff to unpack. 


Peter. 
He had a face, and a name. 


Clothes, vitamins, a mirror, and a name. Maybe he was spoiled after all, but he sure wasn't 
going to complain. 


Peter hurried to the bathroom to try on his precious new clothes one by one. Some still had 
old labels and were covered with a thin film of dust; the boy realized that Tony had probably 
found them in a still standing mall or a store which miraculously survived the explosion. 


He laughed, imagining these as the clothes of his fate. 


And, oh boy, changing into clean clothes felt so damn good. He had forgotten what it was 
like to stop smelling like sweat. It was actually so good that Peter was afraid he would wake 
up only to find that it had all been a dream. Waking up alone because Tony still hadn't come 
home. However, pinching his skin hard with his fingernails was enough to assure him that he 
was lucid. 


Ow, shit. Yep, he felt that. He was definitely awake. 


So it was one hundred percent real he concluded as he zipped up his new baggy jeans. The 
material was less pleasant than his usual sweatpants, but the change was more than welcome, 
nevertheless. The same conclusion applied for one of the t-shirts that was way too big for his 
skinny shoulders - it wasn't perfect, and yet it was better than anything. 


He stepped out of the bathroom dressed in his new jeans and an emerald green sweatshirt, 
holding dearly the rest of his clothes in his arms. 


The lab lights down the stairs caught his attention. It looked like Tony was already back to 
his old habits, Peter thought. In a way, he had missed it even though he couldn't have 
explained why. 


When he crouched down next to the sofa to slip his pile of clothes under it, he noticed the 
presence of various pens on the table. Colored pencils for the most part, sharpened in 
different sizes, with a partially worn eraser. Next to it, anew drawing pad - except for a few 
missing pages and a few crooked corners. 


He smiled tenderly, brushing the paper with his fingertips. 


Tony had brought them for him; he knew how much Peter loved to doodle and draw in his 
little notebook. 


Tony had done this to make his life here better. 


For a second the boy wanted to run to the lab for... for what, anyway? To thank him, of 
course, but how? By wrapping him in his arms? No, that would be weird. Mr. Stark was 
neither the talkative type nor the tactile type. If he had left these presents here without telling 
him, it was to avoid a whole scene. Peter knew the drill. It was fine. 


As Peter took a quick look around in the bunker to discover each of the novelties, he saw on 
the chest of drawers next to the radio there were a few batteries and a few carelessly placed 
tools, mainly screwdrivers and small pliers. It surprised him. He had been told that the radio 
was functional... did Tony want to try to tinker with it? That's what the tools were for, he 
commented mentally. Or... was it possible that he refused to admit that there was just no one 
left to answer? Tony wasn't one who gave up easily. This man could be incredibly pigheaded 
sometimes. Speaking of the devil... 


He heard footsteps coming up the stairs behind him. He didn't even try to hide his interest in 
the tools that lay under his nose. 


"Did you sleep in my bed?" 
Whoops. Busted. 


Come on, think Peter, think about something. If he was asking, he already knew. The trick 
was to minimize the damage, he could do it. 


"Well... yes. I spilled some water on my blanket the other day, it was all wet and didn't want 
to dry... sooo..." 


"So, you decided to squat in my bed." Tony deduced, crossing his arms and raising an 
eyebrow. 


"In a strictly pragmatic and vital way, yes." 


He would rather die than admit that he had slipped into his sheets to alleviate the distress he 
had been going through because of his absence. Too bad Tony was the chatterbox this time. 


"Oh. I see. But then why didn't you just borrow my blanket?" 


"What, are you going to spank me or something because I had the nerve to sleep in your 
sacred bed?" He snapped defensively. 


He hadn't expected Tony to add something, unfazed by the boy's words. "What, are you 
interested or something?" 


Peter was about to ask him for what felt like the hundredth time not to treat him like a kid 
when he suddenly caught on the real meaning behind the man's words. His face manifested a 
combination of offense and disgust, wincing even more when Tony put on display his silly, 
characteristic smirk. 


"Ew, you're so gross! Don't twist my words!" 


"Then don't go on my bed." Tony snorted, chin and shoulders up, daring Peter to contradict 
him once again. 


And since Peter was unable to keep his mouth shut when his dear roommate was behaving 
like an asshole... 


"I didn't see your name on the sheets! And you leave it, you lose it. It's known. You shouldn't 
have left if you worried so much about your precious bed." 


Tony stared at him. 


Peter eventually threw his arms in the air, his nostrils flaring. "Okay, fine! I went to your bed 
because I felt lonely, and... and because I missed you a little bit! There! Happy, now? But I 
did it mostly because I was bored, and because it's the end of the world! Not... it wasn't 
because..." 


Fuck, don't say it, don't- 
"This isn't because I was afraid you might never come back. Not at all." 


Wrapping his arms around himself so tightly that his ribs ached, Peter was tempted to try to 
retreat to the bathroom. Unfortunately, Tony was in front of him and obstructing his path. So, 
he stared down at his feet, wiggling his toes in his new socks. 


He waited for the laughter. The mocking. Perhaps even a discomfort so heavy that they 
weren't going to look each other in the eyes for the time they had left to live. Peter didn't 


know what to expect now that he had taken the risk of opening up to his savior. He had never 
dared before - it had never crossed his mind, in fact. 


"So, if I sum up... you missed me, and you were worried about me?" He heard a small 
chuckle. "Wow. I could use this to my advantage and ask you to massage my feet." 


"Jesus, old man, I wasn't that worried. I already can't stand you anymore. Can you go out, 
again?" 


They narrowed their eyes at the same time, challenging one another, then, they giggled. 
Everything was fine. 


It was neither embarrassing nor pathetic. Peter didn't need to stupidly deny it while Tony 
didn't seem interested in the prospect of teasing him about it. It was less weight on the 
shoulders - and heart - of the teenager who felt a lot lighter now that the words had been said. 


But now that Peter had started expressing himself... he found it hard to stop. And if Tony 
hadn't rebuffed him before then he most likely was going to do it in a few moments. It was as 
if Peter liked to incur his wrath. He was so prone to getting into trouble. 


"Did... did you think about me, too?" 


Little knots appeared in his stomach, heavy and almost painful, as Tony closed his eyes and 
took in a deep breath. 


Naively, he had asked the question because he wanted to hear a 'yes'. 


Reasonably, the answer was not going to be 'yes'. Not with Tony, not when he wore that 
expression. It was then that Peter regretted having spoken before having an actual reflexion, 
he could have escaped this conversation long ago without burning in embarrassment at a 
nasty dose of humiliation. Why had he bet on his dignity and asked his roommate if he had 
fucking think of him? What was wrong with him? Why had he messed it up when there 
seemed to be a shadow of progress between them? 


"Listen, kid... Outside, I have to be constantly on the alert, ready to run, always ready to 
shelter somewhere within the rubbles, ready to flee and to protect myself from the radioactive 
whims that the weather decides to bring me. It's not the same kind of survival as in the 
bunker. I don't really have time to think about anything other than accomplishing my mission, 
and my ultimate goal is to come back alive." 


Peter thought about the panic attack he had been going through the other day, in the kitchen 
floor. Back then, it had seemed horrible and overwhelming to him, he had wanted to die in 
order to escape this intense stress. 


It happened whilst was Tony risking his life outside. Peter had been panicking because he felt 
lonely in a fucking safe place. He felt so stupid now... Of course Mr. Stark hadn't thought of 
him. 


He should apologize- 


"But I did." 
Peter held his breath, too scared to look the man in the eye. 


"Sometimes when I stopped to rest, or... or when I was losing my faith. There were times I 
had to remember my reason for venturing outside." 


Neither of them said anything for a few moments, both attentive to the other's reaction. Peter 
managed to muster enough courage to finally meet Tony's gaze, although he was unable to 
decipher the emotions dwelling there. 


All that mattered was what Tony had just admitted. What was said without being said. 


But for some reason, Peter couldn't admit it. There was still an eventuality that he could be 
mistaken and misinterpret Mr. Stark's words, there was that damn chance it was just a big 
misunderstanding. Maybe he had indeed thought of him at some point, but the reason Tony 
would hazard the open air and endanger his life was for food. They needed it, it was essential. 


"Food." Peter shrugged with a tiny smile. 


Tony waited briefly before answering, his lips pressed together in a thin line. "Yeah. That's 
why." 


Another silence, as comfortable as it was awkward. 


Peter had had his answer, and yet he couldn't accept it. Though, a part of him was at peace 
and felt more serene now that he knew he was at least of some value in the eyes of man. 


"Can I come with you next time?" The boy asked, eyes shining. 


Supplying their resources shouldn't be a task Tony had to do on his own. As he had said, and 
he still meant it: they were together in this. Although they hadn't chosen each other and not 
much things linked them, they were still a duo with a common goal. As a member of this 
duo, therefore, Peter also had his own role to play. It was only fair. 


He was utterly sure that if he had the chance he might be help- 
"No." Tony said, clear and harsh. 


The word cracked in the room as abruptly as a judge's gavel, leaving the young survivor 
speechless. 


Before he had time to realize that the discussion had come to an end, Tony was already 
heading for the stairs - he only paused to recall the golden rule. 


"Don't ever go to my lab without my agreement again." 


It was getting late when Peter decided to lie down. 


Tony hadn't eaten with him when the boy offered to cook for the two of them one more tim. 
Besides, Tony hadn't been out of his lab once since their last conversation. 


Old habits truly had made a comeback, apparently. 
This time, Peter wasn't pleased with it. 
It wasn't quite what he had expected from their reunion. 


A sound startled him - he only realized then that he had dozed off when he suddenly 
reopened his eyes, twisting on the couch and tilting his head back to see Tony settling heavily 
in his bed. 


A look at the clock; several hours had passed. 


He continued to observe the man, his neck resting on the armrest and his head hanging in the 
void. He knew Tony was aware of his gaze since it was the kind of detail that never escaped 
him, like a sixth sense. However, he said nothing. The man was facing the wall, purposely 
showing his back to the boy to express his obvious refusal to talk. Peter didn't push. There 
were still a thousand questions in his mouth, but they weren't worth trampling Tony's 
boundaries unnecessarily. Question time would come later. 


Just when Peter was about to go back to curl up in his blanket he caught sight of the pictures 
on the wall, the ones he had discovered when his roommate was still on his expedition. 


Tony wasn't facing the wall. He was facing the photos. 

"Who are they?" 

He seriously desired to punch himself for thinking out loud. 
And fairly enough, Peter was only gratified by a long silence. 


A silence filled with pain, making him regret his words even more bitterly. Why couldn't he 
ever shut it up? What was wrong with him? 


These people, each of them... they were probably all dead. This was what happened outside. 
Death. If Tony had wanted to mention them before, he would have done that by now - if there 
were people still breathing out there, then Tony would have told him. These photos were 
ghosts from the past. 


"Forget I asked..." Peter apologized, shifting on the couch until his back was facing Tony, 
too. 


Oblivion was the house of all memories, but it could be for the best. Dredging up the past 
was never a good thing, that's what his savior often repeated to Peter when he caught him a 


little too lost in his thoughts. If it wasn't a waste of time, then at least it was painful. The pain 
was usually sufficient to deter any memory work. 


Trying to ignore the horrible lump that weighed in his stomach like a rock, Peter closed his 
eyes. 


"My life. They were my life." 
A mere murmur. 
He didn't miss those words though, nor the pain in Tony's voice. 


The amnesia wasn't that bad after all. He could only be frustrated at having nothing, and 
imagine, at best. But there were no feelings to put on faces. He had no memories associated 
with his family. No dad, no mom, no aunts, no uncles. No links. No pain. He didn't want it - 
not when he could hear mourning enveloping Mr. Stark's voice. God, he didn't want this, he 
couldn't bear to suffer forever. Peter knew himself not strong enough, he was nothing 
compared with Tony. 


He wasn't strong enough for that. 


His eyes opened. Again. 


He blinked, confused, taking in the familiar sight of the green and gray ceiling above his 
head. The bunker was dark except for a feeble nightlight somewhere. Fatigue prevented him 
from seeing clearly; reality was reaching out to him and yet he couldn't reach it. Something 
was holding him back. 


Blinking even more, he huffed, even more disturbed. Why had he woken up? 
Time seemed frozen. Dead. 


He tried to remove the blanket from his sweaty body and sit up in order to try to figure out 
what was bothering him so much, aware that something was definitely wrong, but Peter 
remained glued on the surface of the couch. The shock was so violent that he emitted a 
whimper which sounded like another broken sigh: he was absolutely paralyzed. 


His whole body was inert. He wasn't moving, he was unable to. Peter couldn't move his legs 
or arms, he couldn't open his mouth, nor moving his fingers - not a single finger. None of his 
muscles seemed to obey him, no matter how hard he tried, no matter how hard he wanted. 
The boy was trying desperately. His body was no more than a coffin in which his mind was 
trapped. Impossible to get out of it. He tried, then tried again. No response, no movement. 
His motor functions had abandoned him. 


His heart was pounding too fast within his chest, and adrenaline was racing furiously through 
his veins. Peter could have torn a mountain from Earth if he had had the chance. But nothing 
worked. The paralysis and its strangling grip was overwhelming him. He remembered he had 
a mouth so he attempted to use that trick too - try one more time so he could scream with all 
his heart, scream and break free from that awful moment, hoping Tony would hear it. 


Tony. 
Tony! 


Eyes wide, nostrils dilated, he cried inside his head. Maybe if he did it with enough 
willpower and if he did it hard enough, then Tony would eventually hear him and realize that 
something terrible was happening. 


Mr. Stark, please! 


He wanted so badly to tilt his head back and look for Mr. Stark. He couldn't. His eyes were 
moving frantically in their sockets, but it wasn't enough to find the help he needed. 


Mr. Stark, I'm begging you! Help me! I think I'm dying. 
Was he? 


It couldn't be a nightmare. It felt so real. Peter was a prisoner somewhere where the lock was 
terror. He didn't have the key. 


Please, I'm so scared. 


Why couldn't he move when he only begged for it? Just an arm, a hand, or even a finger. It 
didn't matter. He needed to move, to scream. 


Then, he saw it. 


An oneiric silhouette emerging in front of the bunker door, a growing shadow taking shape, 
coming to life. Tiny black eyes stared at him. It took a step forward in his direction. It was 
not a dream. 


The first tear that slipped down his temple was quickly seconded by another as the air began 
to grow thin. The monster was crawling out from the darkness, step by step coming to him as 
Peter was forced to stare with no possibility of defending himself. He only wanted to press 
his hands against his face and howl until there was not enough air in his lungs, he wished he 
could hide and scream, scream, scream... his lips parted, but only because the boy couldn't 
get enough oxygen through his nose anymore. 


"Peter." 


His eyes widened a little more and fresh tears escaped them. The shadow stepped into the 
weak light of the room, bigger, larger, stronger. 


"Peter." 


He instantly recognized the unmistakable figure of his roommate. Mr. Stark was there, but he 
couldn't feel any relief. Each of his muscles were still tetanized, denying him from weeping 
to get the help he desperately craved for. And... and there was something else with Tony. 
There was something. 


The man was all of sudden closer and taller above him. There was no sentient glint in his 
umbrageous eyes, eyes which he never closed. He wasn't blinking. His irises stared at him 
relentlessly, they watched his face paling with fear, they watched, and watched, but Tony 
wasn't blinking. Time was erased, the moment was eternal. Two wicked dark orbs mocking at 
his woe and distress - two cruel, laughing eyes above him, suffocating him. Meanwhile, Peter 
could only breathe heavily and quickly. 


"Peter. Goddammit, Peter, why DO YOU NEVER SHUT YOUR DAMN MOUTH?!" 

His voice was horrendous. So fiery, so loud. 

Peter whined. 

Don't hurt me. Don't yell at me. I hate it... so much. 

"STOP TALKING, YOU ARE SO INSUFFERABLE! I CAN'T FUCKING STAND YOU!" 


Mr. Stark was next to him, flushed with anger, pointing an accusing finger in his direction, 
and despite everything Peter could feel hands holding his wrists, his ankles, he felt arms 
wrapped around his waist to retain him against his mattress, hands crawling over his throat... 
he couldn't scream. So, he cried. 


"YOU PATHETIC CRY-BABY, I CAN'T BELIEVE YOU SURVIVED THE FIRE." 
So loud. 


"WHY YOU AND NOT THEM? HUH?! WHY CAN'T YOU JUST DIE AND MAKE THE 
WHOLE WORLD A BETTER PLACE YOU FUCKING PIECE OF S-" 


"Kid?" 
Another figure appeared above him. 
"Hey, kiddo? What's going on?" 


A human voice, shining - alive - eyes, contours more faithful to reality. That thing was more 
than a monster of darkness. 


Mr. Stark. 
That's what he wanted to say: Mr. Stark. Please. 


The other, the dark shadow behind was a blurry nightmare but still there, dancing 
menacingly. Tony wasn't paying attention to it; he crouched down next to the couch and Peter 
followed him with his gaze, moaning pathetically when a warm hand pressed against his 


forehead. He didn't dare to look at anything other than the man at first. But Peter eventually 
peeked at the shape over Tony's shoulder nevertheless, trying somehow to warn him. Behind 
you, behind you, behind you... I can't move. Help me, Tony. 


Lips parted, but no sound came. Just another choked exhale. 


"Peter? Fuck, kid, what's happening? Speak!" His savior began to show the first signs of 
panic. "Peter? Peter? Hey!" 


Oh, god. It was a nightmare, he wanted to wake up. So, so much. Why couldn't he wake up? 


Tony glanced behind him, right over his shoulder, right where Peter's gaze lingered. The 
figure blurred but was still there, silent and lurking in the darkness. It didn't look like Mr. 
Stark anymore, it was only a hostile and persistent form. 


"What is it?" Tony asked as he turned back to the teen, both hands cupping his young face. 
"Shit, c'mon kid. Talk. Talk to me. Hey, hey... come on." 


His voice was only a faint whisper, barely louder than Peter's breath. When Peter showed no 
reaction, the man cursed between his teeth. The next second, he was off to the lab. The 
shadow was still there with laughing eyes, happy to admire him drown in terror. 


"Look at you, Einstein. Poor baby. Want a big hug?" 
Peter cried out silently, soundlessly. 


Just when he distinguished a female voice echoing somewhere, the boy managed to sit up, 
tearing off his back from the damp mattress, and pull the blanket away from his sweat-soaked 
body. 


"Ah! Fuck!" He gasped, shaking like a leaf. 


He rolled over and crashed against the concrete between the table and the sofa before 
crawling away as far as he could, until his wet back hit the foot of the only bed of the bunker. 
From there he shouted, staring angrily at the door where the monster had initially appeared. It 
was not a cry of fear like he had dreamed of giving, but a sound filled with rage and 
determination. Peter was furious that he had been a slave to his own body and couldn't 
understand what had occurred. Why, even here, hadn't he been safe? 


The lights in the shelter came on. 


"Peter," Tony gasped as he walked up the two stairs. He joined the boy near the bed. "Holy 
shit, you okay?" 


"For the love of god, do I look okay?!" 


Peter's entire face was flushed with emotions. He tilted his head at Tony with no regard for 
the tears on his cheeks - he couldn't care less about how he looked or what the man was 
thinking of him. 


"Look at me! Do I look okay to you?! I'm fucking not! I'm not fine! I'm not! I'm not... Jesus, 
I'm not..." 


Sobs and hiccups took hold of him quickly. He didn't have the strength to fight them. His 
nerves were failing, that was the way his body reflected all the dread he had go through. 


"I don't feel so good, Mr. Stark..." he finally admitted in a tired voice, feeling even more 
miserable now that it was over and he had no more left energy. 


"Hey, it's okay-" 


"No, it isn't! I thought I was dying. I couldn't move, I couldn't speak... it was barely if I could 
breathe. I was out of control, and... and I saw something... I swear! I'm not lying. It was 
horrible! I saw a-a monster, I... it looked like you, but then the shape changed, and... and it 
screamed and... I got so scared. I swear I wasn't dreaming, I swear I'm not lying. Something 
happened, it was like dying. I thought that I was already dead and maybe my mind got stuck 
in my body, I believed that I was going to be like that forever. I couldn't move... Mr. Stark, 
please believe me. It was so scary." 


He hadn't expected his roommate to put a reassuring hand on his shoulder, shaking him just 
enough to get his attention and be grounding. 


"Kid. Listen to me now." 
A few sniffles escaped Peter before he could focus enough on Tony's words. 


"It's over. Everything is fine. I know you were very scared, but you're fine now. I think you 
did what's called a... sleep paralysis." 


Peter's nose twitched in confusion. "A... sleep paralysis? What the fuck is that?! And where 
the hell were you?! Why did you leave me all alone?!" 


Tony licked his lips and looked away for a second. 


"Okay, don't laugh. There's a defibrillator in the lab and I thought it might be a good idea to 
bring it back. I panicked. Then I heard you scream..." 


"A defibrillator-? Fuck. Fuck this. It doesn't make any sense." 
It was... ridiculous. 


His mind drifted to crazy ideas. What if he had been irradiated before being saved by Tony? 
What if what he had just experienced was a symptom? God... he rubbed his hands against his 
face, sighing heavily. Peter couldn't be rational anymore. He wanted to sleep, but sleeping 
was out of the question. 


"You're scared, it's okay." 


"Stop saying that!" The teenager whined behind his hands. 


"Okay, okay. I get it." 


"Fuck..." Peter sighed, throwing his head back - he winced when his skull collided with the 
foot of the bed. Of course. Misfortune never came alone. 


"There is nothing wrong with being scared. You are not in danger." 
"How do you know that?" 
"Well... sleep paralysis is a natural phenomenon that-" 


"No." The boy interrupted the man. "What makes you say this is what happened? Are you a 
doctor?" 


Tony always had the answer to everything. It was reassuring and irritating at the same time. 


"Because I am a genius and because I am able to draw a conclusion from the results that I 
observe. It's that simple, brat. You told me you couldn't move, is that right?" 


He nodded. 


"I had a friend in my military service who had sleep paralysis a long time ago. It was always 
really... impressive to witness. I know it doesn't sound like it, but it's pretty harmless stuff. 
Sleepwalking is much more dangerous if you ask me, especially for anyone who tends to 
have nocturnal walks near stairs." 


Tony's voice was so detached, it had nothing to do with the state the teen had been in a few 
minutes earlier. Peter almost felt jealous of his savior's assurance. 


"I know you're going to have a hard time believing me, but sleep paralysis is harmless." 


"Harmless?" He thought back to the hands he had felt creeping over his body, hands which 
trapped and strangled him. He thought about the monster. "It wasn't harmless! I... I saw 
things." 


"Yeah... people often see things when this happens." 


"What kind of stuff?" Peter whispered, wiping the wet end of his nose with the back of his 
hand. 


"Things." 
"Thanks, Sherlock." 
Tony raised an eyebrow. 


"Sorry. I don't even know who Sherlock is. It just came to me, like that." Peter explained 
briefly. 


"Shame. He's a great dude." 


There was a short silence that lasted less than a minute, but it was enough to allow the boy to 
catch his breath and sort out his thoughts. Tony finally spoke again, his tone low and 
unusually comforting. 


"I've never had sleep paralysis; I don't know how it feels like. I admit it. But, can I give you a 
rational explanation of what happens when you're going through this? Understanding what it 
is might help." 


First, Peter wanted to argue back, to add something bitter and silly because he was still angry 
and tired. He closed his mouth, though, realizing that explanations might indeed allay some 
of his fears. 


"Okay," Tony rubbed his hands. "Sleep is divided into several stages. The deeper ones are 
able to... put your body to sleep. Physically, I mean. It is a protection against yourself and 
your dreams in order to neutralize unwanted movements while you sleep. Like I said it's a 
very natural process. But... sometimes you wake up and your muscles don't answer the call, 
which sucks. Consider that your brain is more early-morning than your muscles. Your brain 
wakes up first and your body, your motor system, doesn't keep up with the same pace, it's 
lagging behind. This explains the paralysis even though you are awake and conscious." 


Peter nodded steadily, taking in all of this new information. 


He was amazed that such a phenomenon could actually occur. While living it had been like 
walking through the expanse of Hell, the reality sounded a lot less frightening. It almost 
sounded... harmless, as Tony suggested. Peter definitely hadn't experienced it the same way. 


"What about... what I saw?" The teenager asked. 
"It doesn't matter what you saw or heard; it belongs to the realm of dreams." 
"Dreams?" Peter frowned. "But... how can I dream if I'm awake?" 


"Dreams are overflowing. Your unconscious and conscious state become entangled, and this 
is what creates images when you are no longer sleeping. In other words, they are 
hallucinations. A state of panic doesn't help make them less scary, I guess." 


"No." he confirmed. "Not at all. It was super creepy, dude. There was no way I could think of 
kittens and rainbows while I was choking...!" 


A small laugh shook Mr. Stark's shoulders. "Well, at first I thought you were playing a trick 
on me, right before I supposed you were crazy or dying. If you had laughed, I really would 
have thought you were going nuts." 


"Which wouldn't have been surprising! We're super cramped in this shit-hole... that's insane!" 


"I agree. I will give this place two out of five stars. Not cool." The man nodded, peering 
intently left and right with a skeptical, judging eye. "We should call the manager." 


"Hell, yeah..." 


There was nothing they could do about it, but that didn't mean it was right. Life here below 
was hardly bearable. It could be worse, like when he was alone, but it could also be better. 


Peter's eyes fluttered as Tony started to stand. Without thinking his hand grabbed the man's 
wrist. 


"What if it starts again? I... how do I keep this from happening? You didn't tell me." 


Tony stood up anyway but didn't pull his arm out of Peter's frantic grip. "Oh, uh... sorry to 
tell you that, kid, but... there is no cure. It is not an illness." 


Peter's shoulders slumped and despair returned to his features. 
"Please, no..." 


It couldn't be all. He couldn't just accept that. If that happened again, he didn't know if he was 
going to have the strength to take it. The first time had been horrific enough to traumatize 
him for the rest of his life, what if he went back to sleep and another paralysis hit him? God, 
he wasn't going to be able to avoid sleep indefinitely. Was he doomed to go through this 
every night? Was it even possible? 


"Tissues are expensive, you know that?" Tony groaned, scratching the back of his neck with 
his free hand. "If you keep crying, I swear you'll make you blow your nose with your 
clothes." 


Bringing his fingers to one of his cheeks, the boy discovered moisture on his skin. He was 
crying. Again. 


"Sorry, Mr. Stark... I... I can't, that's... I can't..." 


Tony was back next to him, eyes on the same level. "I was kidding, you little rascal. Well, 
just about the tissues. I can't prevent your sleep paralysis Peter, I'm sorry." 


Peter felt his face crumple in fear and sadness as a fresh set of tears poured down his young 
face. 


"But," Tony held a finger up. "I can give you some tips to help you overcome them. Okay? 
You scared us both a lot earlier, but we can make sure that next time you are ready if it should 
happen again, what do you think? We can work on it together, you and me." 


"H-how...?" 


His voice was so small and broken that the boy was tempted to hide under the bed to retain 
what little dignity he had left. 


"Breathing exercises. It's a good start." 


"At the time of paralysis? It's impossible. I can't focus..." 


"You'll have to try. This will be the only thing you need to focus on: your breath. In, and out. 
In, and out. Slowly. That's all. It will be your priority." Tony explained calmly, mimicking the 
breathing exercise with his own lungs. 


"It sounds so easy for you..." 


Mr. Stark added nothing to this. His big dark eyes were just staring at him, expecting 
something from him. Peter lowered his head, not very thrilled. 


"I will try." 


"Good boy. It's not really like you have a choice anyway. Either you learn to tame your fear, 
or it will crush you." 


Playing nervously with the hem of his sweatshirt, Peter nodded. He didn't have much more to 
say. Tony was silent for a few more moments before getting up for good, clapping his hands 
once. 


"I guess sleeping is out of the question for you right now. Do you want to play cards?" 
A spark lit in the eyes of the younger of the two. 
"For real?" 


"Yes, for real." Tony had already gone to the dresser, opening one of the drawers. "But I'm 
warning you, I'll show you no mercy. Don't expect to win a single game with me." 


"Cool! And here I thought you were just an ugly old mummy!" Peter exclaimed happily, 
joining the man around the kitchen table. 


The slap he received on the back of the head was deserved, but the boy did not make it less of 
a scandal. 


The next morning Peter awoke with his head buried in his arms, his upper body half 
crumpled on the surface of the table. The casual caffeine aroma reached his nose. 


"'"Morning." He heard Tony greet next to him. 


He groaned, rubbing his forehead to soothe the onset of an annoying migraine which was 
nestling in his skull and turned to the source of the noise. Tony wasn't looking at him, he was 
heating some water for coffee. 


So it looked like he finally felt asleep despite the fear that had gnawed at his stomach. 


Wow... 
Peter had to make an effort to hide his smile. 


All things considered, he had a little more bravery in him than he had expected. He 
remembered playing cards with his roommate for many hours - he also clearly remembered 
losing too many times to be able to mention it without trampling on his dignity - and then, 
finally, he felt asleep on the table a few instants after assuring Tony that if he was yawning it 
was because he was bored. 


He gave the man a quick glance. 


No, it hadn't been courage. Peter was a wimp, he knew it. It was only because the very last 
vision he had seen before closing his lids was Mr. Stark's familiar face that he had managed 
to get some sleep. For the first time, he could tell, he had felt completely safe under the 
watchful eye of his savior. 


He would never admit it, of course. But it was a fact. 
"Hey." He whispered back, noticing that the cards had been put away. 
"How was the night?" 


"Awful." Peter grimaced, tilting his head from side to side until he heard the back of his neck 
crack - dear God. 


"No shit." 


Mr. Stark set two mugs on the round table, along with the small box he had brought back 
from his expedition. 


"Here. Take your vitamins." 
"Mh " 


He took a pill without water, which he recognized as a bad idea when the vitamin stuck to the 
tender walls of his throat. Great. He was a genius. 


Fortunately, the coffee was not long before coming to his rescue. 
"Can I have some Nutella?" 
Tony sat down heavily in front of him. "Have you taken any, this week?" 


The boy shook his head, happily and proudly, before practically leaping out of his chair when 
the man gave him permission. 


"A spoon only!" Tony snarled as Peter pulled the pot out of one of the cupboards. 


"Yeah yeah." 


Just a spoon... what pain. But it was also understandable. Nutella was a scarce commodity 
given the circumstances. It didn't exactly grow on trees... nor in the cold, pale soil of a 
bunker. However, a life without Nutella was really not worth living. Death was far more 
lenient than deprivation. 


"Want some?" He proposed, the handle of his spoon hanging from his mouth. 
"Nah, thanks." Tony simply replied, sipping his steaming coffee loudly. 

He frowned. "Why not?" 

"Because I respect the sensory signals emitted by my taste buds." 

"Uh... what does that mea-" 

"I don't like Nutella, kid." Tony rolled his eyes. 


"What?! Are you crazy?! What's wrong with you, old man, how can someone not like 
Nutella?! I knew something was wrong with you, now I can put my finger on it! It's 
unbelievable, you're the shame of mankind, it's- wait. I saw you take some of it on the first 
day..." 


Now that he thought about it, he was sure he had seen Tony consume Nutella. 
The older one shrugged nonchalantly. "My sugar level was low." 
"Oh... that makes sense." 


Well... that meant more Nutella just for him, right? Still, he could only find it sad that Tony 
wasn't a Nutella lover. Was there anything about this place other than coffee his roommate 
enjoyed? 


Wondering about Tony made him remember their conversation from yesterday. Or rather... 
that conversation that never happened. Tony had a knack for withdrawing into himself rather 
than confronting an undesired subject, there was always a strategical retreat. It didn't do 
anything to fix the boy's natural curiosity, truly. That same curiosity that only served to get 
him into trouble. 


"So... are you finally going to tell me why?" 
"Why what?" 
Peter swallowed. "Why can't I come on an expedition with you?" 


The trace of sweetness that had remained on Tony's gaze for the last few hours vanished in an 
instant. 


"Fuck. Are you going to start pissing me off with this again?" Tony put the mug sharply on 
the table, his nostrils already dilated in frustration. 


Peter felt himself shrink under the imposing and accusing stare of Mr. Stark. He tried not to 
flinch or back down from his severe words, but he knew his features betrayed his growing 
apprehension. Tony had that scary effect when he was angry. He made people around him 
small; Peter always felt tiny near to him when it came to fighting for his ideas. 


"This isn't about bothering you-" 
"Then stop bothering me," the man interrupted him, looking more annoyed than ever. 
"This is about helping you," Peter insisted anyway, chin up. 


There was quite frankly a lot he wanted to say - a mere occasion to explain his point, but 
considering his anxiety he was already thankful that he wasn't trembling miserably in front of 
Tony. Perhaps his best chance was a direct confrontation. 


But Tony was having none of it. 
"No, thanks." The man spat between two bitter laughs. 


"'No thanks'? Damn it, old man, I'm not offering you a piece of bread, I'm supporting you for 
our survival!" He raised his voice too since that was what Tony was doing. 


"You can help me by staying here. Outside, you'd be a burden slowing me down." 


That wasn't really nice. Peter gasped, holding the spoon firmly between his fingers. He 
wondered what he risked if he threw it at Mr. Stark's smirk. 


"How can you say that?! I once lived outside, I survived! That's where you found me! I came 
from outside, I know how to do it!" 


"Oh, no you don't." 


Tony stood up and took a step in the boy's direction, looking powerful. Peter unconsciously 
crossed his arms over his chest, blinking nervously at the sudden motion from across the 
table. 


"You've forgotten. You've forgotten everything. Let me remind you that you have amnesia, 
kid. I can't teach you everything again, let alone when you're outside and it's a matter of life 
and death! This is not a game to kill some time 'cause you're bored!" 


Cheeks warming in embarrassment and anger, Peter felt a deep frustration vibrating inside 
him. He hated this feeling of injustice. He hated it even more when Tony acted so cruelly, 
like he was just a weak, useless kid who deserved pity. 


"What you know, everything you know... I have to know it too! This is knowledge that I 
have the right to have if I want to survive in this world! I need to be able to get outside and 
rely on my own skills to save my own ass!" Peter said, his arms making wide, frenzy 
movements to accompany his words. 


How could he claim to be a survivor if his luck depended on someone else? 


"You don't need it as long as you stay down here." A sinister growl left Mr. Stark's lips as he 
audibly rubbed his teeth together. 


"This is stupid! I'm not gonna be here all my life!" 


The longer the discussion went on, the more it seemed to infuriate Tony. Peter noticed a 
throbbing vein forming on the back of his savior's neck, which didn't help to relax him. He 
didn't look happy at all that the boy was standing up to him, Peter sensed that. 


"Fucking Hell, Peter! I didn't bring you here to see you stupidly risk your life outside!" 


It surprised him, but he didn't give himself time to think about the meaning. He responded 
instinctively, this time walking over to Tony so that they were only a few centimeters apart. 


"But you do it! You risk your life outside! For us!" 


"I'm not doing this out of envy! I... I do it because I have to. Someone has to go out, and that 
will remain me." 


"Why is that?!" Peter threw his hands aloft. "Why should you be the one risking your life for 
others?!" 


"Because that's what I've always done!" 


No sound came from Peter's half-open mouth although he knew what he wanted to say, these 
were words he had mused about deeply and hard over the past two weeks, coherent words 
that were important to him. Despite this, he found himself speechless before Tony's 
unexpected outburst. 


A flash of the robot head he had discovered in the lab came back to him. But it didn't end 
there. 


He visualized an entire robot, an alloy of crimson red and gold propelling and spiraling 
through the sky, loud and majestic, strong and mighty. He saw fire and chaos all around the 
robot as it plunged into a huge hole in the blue atmosphere, holding an explosive tight above 
its head. 


It was only a fleeting, ephemeral flash, already far from his head when Peter eyed his 
roommate questioningly. 


Tony sighed, rubbing a hand against his face. 

"Saving others at the risk of my life is what I do best, kid..." 
"What, but-" 

"Let me finish," Tony tutted. "Let me finish." 


The silence which followed told the man that Peter was paying attention. He sighed again. 


"Kid... I... I'm not directly responsible for... all of this, the apocalypse. It's not me, me." 


Peter could hear the obvious "but" in his voice, making him uneasy. His eyebrows were 
deeply furrowed and he had taken a step back, holding his hands in front of him. 


"But... I have my share of the blame. Somehow I contributed to all of this." 

"What do you mean?" Peter stammered. 

"I am responsible because I failed to protect the Earth. I did not fulfill my role." 
Tony paused to breathe in, his lips shaking. "It was my job... I was a... a protector." 
The word bothered Peter. Something about it didn't feel right. 


"Peter," the man said quietly, seeking the boy's insecure gaze. "All I ask is a chance to right 
my mistake. Or... a chance to redeem myself. I failed them. In return... I was at least able to 
save one person. Only one." 


Tony shifted closer. 


"I saved you, Peter... I was finally able to save a life after all the shit that fell on our world. 
At first, I thought it didn't mean anything but... but maybe it does. It means something. I don't 
care if it's just fluke or a sign of fate, I don't care. All that matters is that you are here. I can't 
waste this gift, kiddo, you understand? I don't want it to be vain." 


He came close enough that he could put his hands on the teenager's frail shoulders. Peter 
knew his eyes were glimmering and his lips were quavering as if he was about to burst in 
tears, but he maintained eye contact nonetheless. 


"So... you're going to stay here obediently, safe, and secure. Get this right in your head, bud. 
I'm not losing you." 


"Mr. Stark..." Peter sniffled, resting his hand timidly on the man's wrist. He needed to hold 
on to something, everything was muddled up in his mind. 


"It's not just the two of us, kiddo. We are not the only victims. Our role is to survive and 
make sure there are others like us." 


Peter remembered the robotic man saving New York. He remembered Iron Man. 


"We are the hope of humanity." 
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That dawn, Peter had left his bed faster than any other morning. 


His eyes were barely open when he was already standing on his own two feet, tiptoeing 
stealthily until he was close enough to the bed Tony was snoring on. 


"Mr. Stark. Psst." 


Crouching down next to the mattress, Peter reached out a hand and poked the point of the 
man's nose. 


"Hey," he whispered, tapping again. "Wake up, Mr. Stark." 
"Mh." Tony hummed and grimaced, trying to remain within his dreams. 


With a little more insistence, Peter finally got Tony to crack one eye open to identify the 
reason for his awakening. And once he did... 


"Fuck, Kid... get lost." The man complained in a sleepy hoarse voice, still half asleep, rolling 
onto his side and dragging the blanket he was holding tightly in his fist with him. 


"In a second! Can I go to the lab?" 


Tony's shoulders slumped. They both knew why the boy so desperately wanted to join the 
lab. It was for this very reason that Peter now spent most of his time downstairs. 


"Now is not the time for lab time. You'll tweak the walkie talkies later... go to sleep." 


"There's no way I'm going to go back to sleep now that I'm awake!" 
When he tried to shake Mr. Stark's shoulder, the man squirmed away with a grunt. 


"Oh, come on! You can't deny me this, that's basically my reason for living now!" Peter used 
the most childish voice possible, not caring that his words sounded more like a whim than 
real thoughtful words. He grabbed Tony's arm and pulled on it, continuing to whine and beg 
like his life depended on it. "I absolutely have to go to the lab! This is my super, mega special 
mission! The talkies are there, they are waiting for me, they are calling me!" 


"Just that, Drama Queen?" 


"I have to fix them! I'm sure I can do it, I have potential! Remember I was the one who 
managed to fix the electric oven!" Peter kept tugging at Tony's arm. 


"Take it easy, MacGyver." Mr. Stark groaned as Peter used a little more force than he needed, 
causing Tony to half roll onto his spine. "My back is still sore." 


Peter let go immediately. "Sorry..." 
"It's okay, kiddo. Let's say these are the occupational hazards of my job." 
It was not okay. Peter hated witnessing Tony in pain. 


He had returned from his fourth expedition a few days back, accompanied with the remains 
of a nasty lumbago. Peter had felt hysterical when Tony had hobbled through the main door, 
wincing and hissing. 


It wasn't uncommon for Tony to come home pretty banged up. There were always some 
bruises or scratches covering various parts of his body, and while a handful of days was 
usually enough for him to recover, Peter just couldn't close his eyes and pretend it was 
normal, and okay, and... and ignoring that Tony was hurt for the common good. Mr. Stark 
was still pushing his worries aside, so Peter would reluctantly comply with his will in order 
not to get on his nerves. But it wasn't fair. 


The fourth expedition had been particularly tough on his savior, mentally and physically - 
more than the three previous ones. 


Peter glanced over his shoulder to observe the mattress lying on the floor in the rest section 
of the bunker, along the wall between the lab doorframe and the couch. A single-person 
mattress, without sheets, in which the boy now slept. Tony had taken an extra day on his third 
expedition to bring it back to him; now it was his bed. God, he could have, like... kissed the 
man then, when he had seen him drag the mattress through the airlock door. 


Regarding the second expedition... uh... Peter unfortunately couldn't forget that. 


If he hadn't known what to expect the first time he'd been left alone in the bunker, then it had 
been the exact opposite the second time Tony had to be away. He hadn't begged his roommate 
when Tony had been packing his things, Peter had been perfectly silent until the main door 
closed. Tears and anguish did not come until later, once the awful loneliness began to eat him 


from the inside. He could say sincerely that these five days had been the hardest to live since 
he woke up here, not to mention the most nightmarish and hellish. 


Jesus... sometimes Peter felt like he was about to break and rush out without regard to the 
radioactive atmosphere that might set him on fire. This place was stuffy, especially - oddly - 
when it was just him, when he could hear his own heart roaring in his ears. 


Fortunately for his sanity this was a thing of the past, although Mr. Stark continued to venture 
outside for supplies. 


However, with Tony's expeditions and returns came benefits. 


Little gifts and surprises that his roommate would bring him from outside, like the mattress, 
drawing supplies, or the talkies. 


Unexpected presents that Peter had quickly learned to savor. Peter liked to think of it as a 
kind of reward. It felt nice. 


The walkie-talkies had been brought here from the third expedition; Tony had found them in 
the remains of a janitor's lodge in an old shopping center. They were badly damaged, but that 
didn't dampen Peter's enthusiasm or his desire to find a way to refurbish them. He knew he 
could do it, and besides keeping him busy it made him feel a little more important - 
somehow. Functional walkie-talkies would be worth more than gold down here. Peter had 
thought of using them in addition to the radio to feed their chances of finding help, while 
Tony had suggested that these devices could be useful on future expeditions and allow them 
to stay in touch despite the distance. Since then, Peter spent all of his free time trying to get 
the talkies working. It was a goal deserving all of his sweat and efforts. 


The boy hopped onto the bed and snuggled down beside Tony, fidgeting until he could 
eventually find a more or less comfortable position. Except for a few grunts and groans from 
the man, Tony didn't shoo him away. They both closed their eyes and a short silence fell until 
Peter broke it. 


"I really have to finish T.P" 
"Tee Pee?" Tony yawned, a light frown on his attractive face. 


"Talkies Project: T. P! Sounds cool, doesn't it? I made it up this night. Or... last evening. I 
mean, before I went to bed. So last night." 


"Mmh." 


Tony reached out a hand blindly, trying to cover the teen's mouth with his palm like turning 
off a morning alarm. Peter squeaked as the hand hit his face several times before catching it 
between his own. 


"I have to take care of the baby radishes today. So far, they've grown nicely..." the boy 
muttered absentmindedly, playing with Mr. Stark's phalanges. "I'm confident we'll have fresh 


vegetables to eat in a few weeks! Oh, and the camera is still a bit temperamental, but it's in 
working order, I fixed it too." 


"Mmh." 
Peter opened one eye as a smile stretched the corner of his lips. "Hm?" 
"Mmh." 


"I can't believe it..." he chuckled as he began to tug at the mechanic's elbow. "Come on, you 
old wreck! Get up, get up! You're not that old!" 


Just when he was about to get the man into a sitting position, Tony suddenly grabbed both of 
his slender wrists and flipped them to the center of the bed where he pinned Peter to the 
mattress with one hand on each side of his head. Peter swallowed back a shocked shout as his 
roommate now knelt over him, his knees trapping his thighs and his eyes boring into his. He 
moved only slightly, and Tony's fingers tightened around the delicate skin of his wrists. Then, 
Peter became obediently still. 


He didn't move - didn't breathe - as Tony analyzed his face with his intelligent eyes. The 
silence was loud around them. A silence that pulsed, echoed steadily and rapidly in his ears. 


This time, his stomach was the culprit that killed the silent instant. 


Peter laughed, his cheeks lightly pink, and Tony separated from him before getting out of 
bed. For a second the boy was afraid he had ruined something... he didn't know what, he 
didn't understand what had happened, but he was afraid nonetheless. 


"Let's eat, little glutton." Tony waved toward the kitchen area. 
And with that, the tension was gone. 


Peter joined the older man in the kitchen, doing a random, clumsy dance step on the way 
under Tony's half-amused, half-afflicted gaze. And so, he continued for a while, covering his 
ears with his hands and shaking his head briskly as if he had headphones to hold, as if he 
could hear and enjoy real tune. He beamed when he noticed the mechanic unconsciously 
nodding his head in a fake rhythm, following an imaginary tempo as he opened a bag of 
powdered milk. God, he loved mornings like this. 


"Alright, alright. Sit down. You're making me dizzy when you're moving around like this." 
Mr. Stark grabbed him by the bicep and guided him to one of the two chairs at the table. 
"Stay put." 


"I can't help it! I'm just happy." 
"Happy, huh?" Tony raised an eyebrow. 


"Yeah. I'm alive, I've got a bunker to protect my pretty ass, I've got my two arms and two 
legs, healthy - kind of - food, and a roommate who snores-" 


"You're the one who snores." 


"-nope, you are- and even though our world isn't really what it once was, at least I'm still 
lucky to be here. And not everyone gets to assist a superhero!" 


Suddenly, for a second only, Tony almost appeared embarrassed. His eyes were shifty and he 
cleared his throat, waving his hand dismissively. 


A few weeks ago, Peter had remembered that Iron Man existed. 
Yes, Iron Man. 


Big, ferry guy who flew and spat laser beams with his hands. Initially a dream that the boy 
had had, before realizing that it was a memory. 


In all honesty Peter could only remember some images and flashes he had seen on TV, but it 
had been enough to remember. When he had woken up the morning after the dream, he had 
blamed Tony for not telling him about it. It hadn't been anger at the man - he'd been too 
intrigued and excited for that. However, Tony had remained familiarly vague when Peter had 
confronted him about Iron Man; as always, the past was the past. For Peter, it was more than 
that. The robot helmet in the lab wasn't just some cool thing Tony had found and picked up 
outside. It was a relic of his from the past. What a sneak... 


Peter's world was getting more and more exciting every day. 


"Yeah, whatever. Instead of spouting nonsense, take your vitamins." Tony ruffled the 
teenager's hair, earning him a small ‘don't do that, old man’. 


Peter took his pill with a smile plastered to his face. 


"Oh. By the way," the boy began. "You're always cooped up in the lab. More than usual, I 
mean... is there something on your mind?" 


Tony shrugged. "F.R.I.D.A.Y." 

"Friday? Isn't today Monday? No, it was two days ago..." 

Tony's quiet laughter interrupted his thoughts. 

"F.R.I.D.A.Y is a logistical support that helps me on a daily basis. A ghost in the armor." 
He saw Peter wrinkle his nose. 

"An artificial intelligence, kiddo." 


"Oh..." Peter breathed. "Oooh... That's... oh, that's so cool Mr. Stark! Like, a real A.I.? For 
real?! That's insane! Did you really create that?" 


Perhaps the Tony of the early days of their cohabitation would have shown his annoyance at 
the teenager's enthusiasm, but the Tony he had come to know and appreciate - just a little bit, 


eh - over the past few weeks showed only a tired though sincere smile, hiding a similar 
excitement. 


"Yep. I'm a genius, never forget that." 
"Braggart!" 
"It's only honesty. Now shut up and let me explain." 


Peter zipped shut his lips with his pinched thumb and index finger, holding back a playful 
giggle. 


"I'm hoping to get FR.I.D.A.Y. installed here on one of the computers. It's not easy with this 
pile of useless junk, but I'm trying. It might... it might be able to help me learn more about the 
activities around the world, like detecting the presence of survivors. I mean... other than us." 


A pause fell, heavy and in contrast to the mood present just a handful of minutes ago. 
"Okay, uh... forget it. I shouldn't have mentioned it." 


Peter stood up instinctively, stepping around the table to get closer to his roommate who was 
expressing signs of anxiety. 


"No, it's okay Mr. Stark... it's not your fault. You have nothing to blame yourself for." 


He watched Tony clenching and unclenching his hand. It was so unlike him and like him at 
the same time, though Tony would never admit it. But that didn't stop Peter from noticing 
when something was wrong. 


Something had happened on the last expedition. 


Tony had told him that after several long, grueling hours of walking he had thought he had 
encountered a group of survivors. He had heard voices; he had felt movement and 
experienced hope... He had sensed something which had felt so real, Tony had explained a 
few hours after his return. Unfortunately, it had been nothing more than treacherous 
hallucinations due to a dangerously high level of dehydration. He had searched for hours with 
no rewarding results, only to discover human corpses - more charred bones curled up in the 
comers of a chapel than real remains. The story had frozen Peter's blood, and he hadn't dared 
to dig any further when he saw Tony's haunted look. All he knew was that his savior had 
been pretty shaken up that day because of that delusion. 


"You can't understand," grumbled Tony as he stood up in turn. "You didn't see what I saw." 
"No, I didn't. I was stuck here." Peter backfired. 


He didn't even know why he had said that, the words had come out of his mouth without him 
really being aware of it. It was selfish to mention that in front of Tony who was already 
risking so much for them. 


"Christ, are you fucking serious right now, Peter?!" 


"I'm sorry...that's not what I meant. I just wish I'd been there to help you...I didn't think." 


"No shit. You don't seem to think much." Tony spat out before heading to his favorite 
hideout: the lab. 


Peter stayed on his old, faithful couch. 


He liked to sit there and fiddle around. Or sometimes drawing - it depended on the day and 
his mood. Today, he was trying to bring the talkies back to life. 


It was good to have something to focus on. It was an escape from everything else. 
Everything. When he had a tool in his hand and could fix things, no matter what, Peter felt 
better. The complexity of these puzzles was sometimes all he needed to mentally rest and 
shut out the world around him. No wonder Tony spent so much time in his lab, it was 
something they had in common. 


A few crackles, some interference, but nothing concrete with the talkies. Peter sighed. The 
antennas looked good... maybe the problem was with the wires? 


"Fuck, dammit!" he heard shouting from the lab. 

"What is it?!" Peter called, already on his feet and rushing down the stairs. "What happened?" 
"Nothing!" Tony barked aggressively. 

"Nothing? Then why are you yelling-" 

"Nothing's working!" 


Peter's eyes widened as Mr. Stark threw a screwdriver across the room. The tool scored a 
small dent in the wall before crashing to the floor with a loud clunk. 
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"I'm surrounded by stupid machines!" Tony continued, ignoring the boy who was waiting 
nervously at the bottom of the stairs. "Nothing's okay, nothing's working! Why the hell am I 
still trying as a happy idiot when everything is dead?!" 


Peter gasped, taken by surprise by his savior's words. It was the first time he sounded so 
defeatist. It was usually Tony among the two of them who kept morale up within those cold 
walls. If Tony gave up too, then... then all was lost. They couldn't both collapse, it would 
never work. 


"Don't shout, please. Anger is not the answer." He tried awkwardly, striving for the attention 
of the man who was seething. 


"Don't talk to me of solutions!" 
"Then try to think of the bright side!" 


And, oh boy... that was the worst thing to say. Tony cocked his head in his direction, glaring 
at him with his gloomy stare. 


"The bright side?! You're kidding me, right?! You came here just to open that wide hole on 
your face and give me the hopeful talk?!" 


Peter gulped audibly, taking a tentative step back. 


"What's the fucking good part of it?! Oh, wait, let me remind you! Since the beginning, all 
the time you've been here, you've only been able to remember your full name, your age, your 
birthday, one of your high school teachers, a pickle sandwich salesman's cat, and some 
fucking poetry! Great! I'm blown away by so much progress!" 


The shame was suddenly too much to knew that he was not in control of his memory and that 
memories were just mere confetti which danced randomly around him, some faster than 
others, yet he could not plead for himself. It was cruel and unfair, really unfair, but... but it 
was also true. More than three months here, and Peter was still just a kid with amnesia. He 
tried to forget about it most of the time, but reality always caught up with him and made him 
feel like a less than zero. 


"What are we supposed to do with this, huh?!" The man's voice rang out coldly, making the 
younger man shudder. 


"Stop acting as if it's my fault! I can't help it! I didn't ask for amnesia! You can't be mad at 
me, find something else to lash out on" 


He wouldn't be a whipping boy, or a scapegoat. He wouldn't stand for it. 


"Forgive me for hurting your feelings, princess! I didn't mean to offend you, pardon my bad 
manners!" 


"Stop being sarcastic!" Peter hissed. 
"And don't tell me what to do! I'm in charge here!" Tony shouted louder. 


"Well, that doesn't give you the right to treat me like shit! I'm doing my best despite my 
condition to move forward and help you, I'm trying to prepare myself for the future!" 


"What future?!" 


Peter snorted, his bravery going down. He hated yelling. He hated this place, he hated the end 
of the world, he hated Tony- 


A huge, threatening roar sounded abruptly, interrupting the dispute. It was as if the whole 
earth was growling. The din was followed the next moment by violent tremors that shook the 
walls and tripped the two occupants of the bunker - objects vibrated on the surfaces and fell 
to the ground whilst Peter screamed in fright as another jolt knocked him to the floor. A pair 
of strong arms went around him before he could hit any furniture or walls. 


"I got you," Tony breathed hoarsely, "Stay with me, Kid, stay with me!" 


The man led him to the floor with one hand over his head as dust and paint rained down from 
the ceiling above them. They crawled under one of the desks, where Tony guided the boy 
between his legs so he could more adequately envelop - protect - him with his own body. 


"It's okay, shh, it's okay." 
"Mr. Stark...!" He whimpered, his small hands gripping his savior's shirt tightly. 


It wasn't the first time they'd experienced an earthquake. It happened, occasionally. The earth 
was crazy and out of whack... but this time was mightier and more terrifying. The ground was 
thundering dangerously, and there was nothing they could do about it except wait and pray 
that it wasn't the ultimate of the apocalypse. Waiting for death was a horrific punishment, 
Peter pondered as he tried to focus on Tony's mouth somewhere near his ear. His breath 
tickled his scalp. 


"I'm scared." 

"I'm here. Don't be scared. I got you, kiddo." 

Another jolt: something upstairs shattered, maybe a bowl, and the lights went out. 
The darkness was consuming them. 

"Tony!" He wailed, voice broken and eyes shutting tightly. 

"Don't worry, shh petite colombe." 


The world screamed but Peter only listened to Tony now, drinking in his words desperately as 
a calloused hand smoothed his hair. 


"I'll never let you go. I promise." 
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Chapter Summary 


As our two protagonists both have trouble finding sleep, they decide to help each other 
face their fear. Meanwhile, Tony doesn't give up on his idea of bringing his old, loyal 
artificial intelligence down here with them. 
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It is known that time is lethal. 


All things fade. All things. Flesh, stone, even stars themselves. Time takes all things. It is the 
way of the world. The past recedes, memories fade, and so, true, does the spirit. Everything 
yields to time, even the soul. 


But Peter was beginning to doubt this belief. 


If there was one thing that remained and defied the laws of time, it was fear. Fear resided 
with them, lodged within the walls of the bunker. It was an old enemy that was hard to 
dismiss, and not exactly unobtrusive. Fear was sly, opportunistic, and always seized the 
chance when the occupants of the shelter were weakened to perform its vices. Fear was 
constantly lurking and ready to strike, no matter what. 


At some point in the night, Peter was awakened by distinct vocal complaints. It wasn't the 
first night this had occurred. 


Time never delivered them from their nightmares - fear fed on them. 

"Mr. Stark." 

The boy rose from his mattress, staggering, still semi-sleepy, all the way to the man's bed. 
"Mr. Stark. You're having a nightmare." 

He sat on the edge, and his hand met Tony's shoulder. 


It wasn't unusual for his roommate to suffer from recurring nightmares. He actually had them 
quite often. However, Peter noticed that since the fourth expedition the bad dreams had 


multiplied. He was conscious that this expedition had shaken him deeply and made him more 
agitated than ever. Tony wouldn't admit it, he would never do it, but fear stalked him even in 
his dreams to torment him relentlessly. When it was happening, Peter was a mere helpless 
witness most of the time. 


But not tonight. 
"Sir, you gotta wake up..." 


The mechanic's face was contorted with grimaces of pain and discomfort, as tensed as was 
his stubbled jaw. A few shuddering gasps would exit his mouth every now and then as a thin 
film of sweat caused his skin to glow, giving him a sickly appearance. 


Unable to bear the sight any longer, the boy shook his roommate's arm more insistently. 
Tony awoke with a start, eyes wide and confused. 
"Wha..." 


"Hey, old man. It's me. It's okay." Peter was quick to reassure Tony, hiding the anxiety he felt 
about being the one to provide comfort. 


"Pete." Tony articulated as he straightened on his elbows and observed his surroundings. 
"What is it?" 


"You...you were having a nightmare." 


Realization flashed over the man's features. Tony ran a hand over his face to roughly wipe 
away the sweat. 


"Um, yeah... sorry I got you out of bed." 
Peter raised an eyebrow. "Would the great Tony Stark be apologizing right now?" 


He laughed when Tony pressed his palm against his face to push him slightly. Peter 
readjusted his position on the bed so that he was sitting cross-legged. Mr. Stark mimicked the 
position, although he was far more hunched over than the teenager. 


For a few moments they looked at each other without saying much, both lost in their own 
reflections. Tony already seemed perfectly composed whereas Peter was the one fidgeting 
and chewing his lip nervously, trying to find a way to somehow assist Tony. Though, even in 
his weak moments Mr. Stark looked impenetrable and unshakeable. Peter couldn't tell if he 
was naturally like this, or if it was some kind of protection against the world. 


As he thought of words to say that might loosen Tony's tongue for a potential chat, his 
attention was drawn to the pictures on the wall adjacent to the man's bed. Tony followed his 
gaze and sighed heavily. 


"I do see the faces of some of them in my dreams, sometimes..." Peter commented 
thoughtfully. "Were they... colleagues? Colleague superheroes?" 


He hadn't expected to hear Tony laugh, but he really didn't care. He was fond of that sound. 
"Jesus, kid. Colleague superheroes? You know what, that sounds classy, I approve." 
"Yeah?" Peter chuckled coyly, feeling his cheeks heat up. 

"Yeah." 

Tony gestured the pictures. "Colleagues from work, let's say that." 

"Did they have armor like you?" 

"Definitely not. I'm unique." 


"If they're superheroes... did they have superpowers?"Peter began to bounce on the mattress. 
"How about this one?" 


"Romanoff? Nah, no superpowers. But she has power in her own way." 
Peter cocked his head to the side, crossing his arms. "What does that mean?" 


"Nothing, forget it. Hey, that one can turn green." Tony pointed to one of the men in the 
picture where they were all gathered. "Between you and me, it's only fun to see behind a 
screen. You better run like hell when you can actually watch it with your own eyes." 


"Oh! I think I remember him! Um... his name is... um..." 
"Hulk?" Tony prompted with a small smile. 


"No! I mean, yes, but that isn't the most important thing! That guy was a genius! Bruce 
Banner! How can I forget his phenomenal research on gamma radiation? I've read all of his 
papers, all of his work! It's mind-blowing! Did you know that he had seven PhDs in 
radiophysics, biochemistry, and also nuclear physics? Not to mention his knowledge 
concerning biology itself, engineering and physiology! This guy is brilliant!" 


"I'm sure he'd be honored to hear that. Or just basically embarrassed and excessively bashful 
at this profusion of admiration. It depends on the day." 


"Were you friends?" Peter asked after a short thought. 
Tony nodded, eyes glued to the photos. 

"He disappeared..." Tony added, voice low. 

Oh... 


"I like to build things. Lots of things," the man whispered as a wistful grin stretched his lips. 
"I had caught wind of the unusual activity at the nuclear artillery command centers before the 
public at large. It was only trivial disturbances and a few malfunctions. I didn't fret at the 
time... not really. However, I decided to start renovating one of my dear father's old bunkers 


anyway... considering my job, the risks, and the danger that perpetually hovered over our 
Earth, I thought it might be useful. 


"The good news is that I had a keen nose for it. I was right to listen to my hunch. But in 
reality... I didn't even have time to restore this place to a potable state." 


Tony glanced around. "You know, I wish I'd done a pool. And a bar. A movie theater? Damn, 
I could have made this place a paradise on earth if I had enough time. But... what's the point? 
I couldn't even save my friends. I lost them all." 


Peter's jaw dropped. 


He had guessed the fate of Tony's friends. It had been silently obvious. Until now they had 
never really talked about it; That wasn't the kind of thing you'd say over breakfast between 
sips of coffee... As usual Peter felt bad for having led the conversation so far. His goal had 
been to distract Tony from his nightmares, not to remind him that he had lost absolutely 
everything. Reality was sometimes tougher. 


There were no words strong enough to soothe such pain. So, Peter leaned forward and 
pressed a kiss against Tony's cheek. Just a brief, quick kiss before standing up. Tony held him 
by the elbow before he could pull away. 


"It wasn't all in vain, you know, everything I did." 
Seeing the confused look on the boy's face, the man gestured around the room. 
"I lost a lot, it's true. But... but I had something left too." 


Peter couldn't misunderstand what Tony was saying this time. Admitting that his savior cared 
about him was a hard step to take, laborious to absorb and accept, but it was also very 
comforting to know that he had someone there with him. 


"Look..." Peter started. "I know you don't like it when I think that way, but... considering the 
fact that I don't remember the life I had before, then that makes you my whole world. You're 
with me, and that's... that's what makes me happy." 


He felt Tony's fingers subtly tighten around his arm. A strange flame burned in his eyes. Peter 
liked being responsible for it. 


"But that doesn't mean you are not such a jerk, sometimes!" The teen rushed to a conclusion, 
earning him a playful punch that was slow and limp enough to be avoided. 


"Fuck off, naughty brat." 


Tony refused to sleep after his nightmare, unlike Peter, who had returned to slumber as soon 
as his cheek had struck his pillow. When he woke up again, his roommate was already in the 
lab. 


He joined him after a rapid breakfast. 


It had been a little over a week since Tony's last attempt to install F.R.I.D.A.Y. The mechanic 
was still hopeful about his artificial intelligence, and Peter didn't mind letting him give it a 
try. He sat on one of the lab stools, intrigued, and silently watched as the man set up small 
speakers in the four corners of the bunker. Now that the talkies were functional, the boy was 
again left with little to entertain him. Maybe Mr. Stark felt sorry for him and that was the 
reason he allowed him to breathe the same air as he did in the lab? 


"I'm almost there." Tony muttered, tongue pinched between his lips in concentration as he 
tapped at one of the keyboards. 


By the time Peter wondered what would happen when the artificial intelligence was 
operational, he had not anticipated being suddenly plunged into darkness. All the lights in 
their shelter died in sync. 


"Tooonyyyy!" Peter grumbled. 


Rome wasn't built in a day, right? 


Tony Stark was an easily irritated man, Peter saw as he continued to contemplate him 
working and chaining failures. But in between shouted curses, he also realized that Tony was 
not about to give up on what he had worked so hard to achieve; after long hours of slaving 
over the machines, his efforts were finally paying off. 


"Okay, this is it. This is it." 


Peter glanced at the dismantled helmet on the central table. Tony had told him that 
F.R.I.D.A.Y. didn't grow on trees... so that was probably why he had brought the head of one 
of his suits down here. Who knew what else was hidden inside that little box of iron, coded 
and hidden preciously in the circuits. 


The older man inserted a USB key into one of his computers. Nothing happened for a minute. 
Tony stood patiently, waiting, calm and unruffled as he always was, while the teenager stared 
at everything around him, not sure what he was supposed to be expecting. 


"Hello, Boss! It's great to see you again." 


Peter almost fell out of his seat, a small cry slipping out. 


"Babygirl," Tony breathed with a smile. "Your voice is like music to my ears. Come on, 
darling, talk to Daddy." 


"Not as musical as yours. I'm honored to have you back. I've done my check-up: I don't detect 
any viruses in my coding, nor any malfunctions." 


"You're perfect." The man praised. 


Peter peered one by one at the speakers hanging from the ceiling of the lab, impressed by the 
echoes of the female voice that rang out all around them. He listened to the reunion between 
Tony and this remarkable intelligence that sounded like a real person, so much that Peter felt 
overwhelmed by the idea of there being a third inhabitant with the two of them. Did she 
count as a person? Should he try to talk to her? Was he allowed to? 


"Pete?" Tony called. "Why don't you introduce yourself to the lady? Come on, be polite." 


The boy cleared his throat, somehow embarrassed and unsure of what to say or do. So, he 
obeyed Tony completely, trusting his roommate's demand. 


"Uh... hi? I'm... I'm Peter. Parker. I love chemistry." 
He heard Mr. Stark chuckle behind his back. 


"Nice to meet you, Peter Parker. I am F:R.I.D.A.Y., thought up and designed by my boss, 
Anthony Edward Stark. I am able to guide you in your daily tasks, and to support the 
research conducted in the lab, though my intelligence in no way rivals that of my creator." 


Peter frowned. 

"You programmed her to say that?" 

"Nope, that's just honesty coming from the good girl." 

"He coded me to stroke his ego as much as possible!" F.R.I1.D.A.Y commented happily. 
"Why does that not even surprise me?" Peter laughed. 


"Hey, don't get smart with me! Shut your mouth and let me do my work!" Tony growled, 
though Peter continued to giggle and stare at the ceiling in wonder. 


It was incredible... The boy could feel his heart pounding in his chest. He couldn't believe he 
was talking to someone other than his savior, it was almost surreal. F.R.I.D.A.Y sounded so 
real. For some reason, it made him want to weep. 


"Boss, I can't reach any buildings outside the compound. The signals outside are too weak." 
He noticed a muscle twitch in Tony's jaw. 


"Yeah, that was predictable..." 


"I'll work on it. I'm detecting an outside temperature of two degrees Celsius. The atmosphere 
is dangerously high in radioactivity; a storm is brewing two miles from our position, so I 
advise against any prospect of venturing outside the shelter for the next forty-eight hours. 
The water level in the reservoir is above average, a stock analysis would be advisable in the 
event of a shortage to check the quality of the supply." 


Peter blinked as the A.I. continued his announcements. Air quality? Checked. Energy levels? 
Checked. Average bunker temperature? Checked. And on and on and on. Dozens of pieces of 
information rained down, analyzed and stated without them having to ask. 


F.R.I.D.A.Y was incredible. 

As the voice finally came to a term, Tony slammed both fists against the table. Peter startled. 
"I'm a fucking genius! I did it!" 

Yes... he did. 


"It was great to talk to you again, honey. See you soon." Tony said suddenly before grabbing 
the flash drive and unplugging it. 


Peter's face went white. 


"What?! But... why?!" He stammered, both shocked and outraged at the fate of the A.I that 
Tony had taken days to install. 


"Relax, bud. She's with us. For now, it's just on standby. Using it consumes a lot of power, I 
don't plan on giving up the electric oven over five minutes of chit-chat. Even with her." 


"But... she's still there, right?" 


Tony nodded. "For good. She's going to look after us from now on." 


Perhaps the arrival of F.R.I.D.A.Y. had troubled Peter more than he had originally thought. 
Hearing a new voice had been downright awesome, but he remembered that change was not 
necessarily a desirable commodity. Beside this fascination, there, secretly buried deep inside 
him, had been anxiety and distrust of this novelty that was disturbing the established peace of 
their daily life. 


He had thoroughly disregarded it, until the following night when the teenager finally 
managed to fall asleep after long hours of tossing and turning in his bed. 


Split between insomnia and exhaustion, Peter eventually woke up in the middle of the night. 


When he reached up to rub his eyes and check if Tony had gone to bed, he discovered that his 
limbs refused to move. 


Oh, no... 


Peter attempted again, just to make sure he hadn't made a mistake somehow on the first try. 
The results were the same, however, and the verdict dropped like a guillotine on the back of 
his neck: he was paralyzed. 


Impossible to move, or to speak. Again. 


It hadn't happened since the first time, so Peter had hoped that this incident would remain a 
one-off. Unfortunately, it was repeating itself like a redundant bad joke. He wondered if fate 
was enjoying his misfortune. Maybe there was an invisible monster in the bunker feeding off 
the feeling of terror that constricted his muscles and airways every time this horrible event 
occurred? 


Peter futilely tried again to move; he willed it with all his might. He wanted to open his 
mouth and scream. But everything was exactly as it was the last time. The boy felt just as 
trapped and betrayed by his own body, and as his eyes searched for something - a miracle - 
that could possibly help him out of this situation, he saw the shadows at the other end of the 
bunker, near the kitchen area, begin to ripple and take shape. His ears were ringing so loudly. 
It wasn't ringing, actually... it was voices, humming voices. 


"Pete?" He heard Tony calling from the lab - a true, human voice. 


The lights came on, blinding the boy for a brief period. He squinted to adjust to the 
brightness and chase away the tears, and then saw his roommate walk through the lab door 
and around his mattress. 


Tony... Tony, Peter wanted to say. Tony, he wanted to cry and laugh. Tony was there. 


Air was still scarce and difficult to get into his lungs, but now that his savior was here Peter 
tried not to give in completely to panic. He wanted to show Mr. Stark how brave he could be, 
yet he wanted so badly just to be held and comforted... everything looked better compared to 
this horrible paralysis. 


"It's happening again, right?" The man scanned the younger man's body from head to toe, 
biting his lip when he met Peter's large, watery eyes. "Damn, Kiddo..." 


Gently, he cupped the boy's left cheek. So gently. Peter closed his eyes. 
"Hey... it's okay, douce colombe. I'm here. Right here. I'm not going anywhere." 
Keep touching me. Keep showing me how real you are. 


And Tony stayed, anchoring him to reality with a low, soft voice. It wasn't enough to chase 
away all the terror that had gripped Peter, but it was so much better than going through this 
hell all alone. 


The hand on his cheek was warm. Peter concentrated on it. Hot fingertips brushing his skin, 
reaping his tears. When he opened his eyelids again, it was only to observe Tony's dark 
pupils; two beautiful black eyes plunged into his own, attentive to the slightest of his tremors 
and sobs. If a teardrop rolled down his cheek, his savior gently wiped it away with his thumb 
- he would do it for every single tear, no exception. 


"T... To..." he gasped, his fingers finally tightening as he commanded. 
"I'm here. You're doing great, kid." 


Trying to budge was more challenging and exhausting than anything. But Peter persevered. 
Again. And again. His knees twitched with his arms, while his shoulders tilted forward. He 
tried to reach out for Tony, his entire body drawn to him as if being magnetized. 


"T'ny...!" 


The boy cried when he was finally able to sit up on the bed, when his body was back in his 
possession and his limbs were no longer glued to the mattress. He cried because fear still 
resided in every corner of his mind, and mainly because he was completely, physically, and 
emotionally drained. It hadn't been his intention to burst into tears so spontaneously, nor to 
throw himself into the arms of his roommate, yet, here he was, clinging to Tony as if his life 
depended on it, hugging him with his meager strength as a hand gently hovered above his 
hair, touching his locks every so often. It didn't feel odd, nor foreign. 


"It happened again, Mr. Stark!" 


His nose was nestled against the man's chest; he sniffed rudely, barely aware that he was 
practically drowning in his flood of tears. 


"I know. I'm sorry, Pete..." 
"I couldn't help it! It... happened!" 


And it felt so scary. It was like an oneiric reality in which he was just a lifeless, stringless 
puppet. 


He didn't even try to follow the advice Tony had given him during his last and first crisis. 
Nothing had changed, the fear was just the same, just as terrible and soul-crushing. Peter 
again felt like a terrorized child. 


However, unlike the last time... 


He had known that Tony was his reward. He had known that he would be able to take refuge 
in the man's warm, comforting arms once the paralysis wore off. Tony allowed him to do so - 
Tony cradled him against his strong chest. It was the one and only reason that protected the 
teenager from a mental breakdown. Tony was the pillar protecting him. 


"I'm here." The mechanic whispered. 


Peter nodded, feeding off his words and that promise. It was all he needed. 


"I don't want to sleep anymore..." 
He felt Stark's smile against his scalp. 
"Yeah... understandable. What about a haircut?" 


Peter straightened and arched an eyebrow as Tony wrapped one of his long wavy locks 
around his index finger to illustrate his point. As he tugged on it the strand uncoiled and 
stretched, revealing the true length. The tip could brush the curve of his jaw. When Peter had 
first woken up in this place, he remembered not being able to place his hair behind his ears. 
Now he had a long, dense fringe that bothered him most of the time. He hadn't even noticed it 
until Tony mentioned that. 


"Oh... uh... now?" 


Tony shrugged. "Yeah. I can't sleep, you can't sleep. And you look like a sheep." 


"Ow." 

He was fairly sure Mr. Stark had cut off a piece of his ear. 
"Don't be such a sissy. Stop moving." 

"Ow!" 

"Stop moving!" 


Peter stammered something through his teeth, glaring at the reflection in the mirror of the 
man standing behind him. Tony wasn't paying attention to him. 


"I think I'm about to achieve a somewhat symmetrical result." 
"Don't say things like that while you're slashing my hair..." 


"Okay, uh... I've got bad news for you: you still look like a sheep." Tony ran the comb 
through the boy's hair. 


Peter scowled as the man inadvertently tugged at one of his curls. 
"And what's the good news?" 
"There isn't any." Tony deadpanned. 


Fantastic. 


Peter waited a few more minutes, giving Tony's abilities the benefit of the doubt before 
concluding that he could no longer muzzle his judgment. 


"You're cutting it too short! And here, it's not even with this side..." Peter pointed to an area 
of his skull, and Tony pushed his finger away with a disapproving sound. 


"Stop moving." 


"Is that all you can say? And how do you expect me to stop moving when you're ripping my 
hair off?! Now I'll have to wear a cap to hide the damage... wait, we have no cap?" 


"Nope." 


"I'm sure you're doing it on purpose." he sighed as he watched one of his strands flutter to the 
ground. 


"Stop being a drama queen. It doesn't work with me, you know that." 
"Whatever." 


His hair wasn't so bad - he looked younger with his locks shortened. It was good. Though, 
Peter certainly wouldn't admit it. It was just too much fun to tease his dear roommate every 
chance he got. 


Again, he contemplated the reflection of the man through the mirror. His gaze wandered over 
his cheeks. 


"What happened to your beard? I liked it..." 


Peter glanced over his shoulder before Tony pressed his hand against his face to make him 
look ahead. 


"Don't move." 
Rolling his eyes, the teen obeyed. 


The silence lasted two, maybe three minutes before Peter spoke again - the engineer didn't 
even seem surprised. 


"Hey. Mr. Stark?" 
"Mm-hm?" 


"What would you do if it turned out that civilization still existed? What would be the first 
thing you would do?" 


The subject was a slippery slope, Peter could tell. Tony didn't particularly like it when he 
started to get a little too dreamy, when he would start referring to "what ifs." It always ended 
in a lecture, sometimes Tony would end up yelling and the discussion would end before it 
even began. 


"Well... without hesitation, I would go and buy myself the biggest cheeseburger in the whole 
world." 


"Yeah? I'll add that to my list, then! That sounds great. I think if I could go back to our world 
before... I'd go watch TV. I miss procrastinating in front of a screen, and I'm dying to 
rediscover Star Wars." 


One of the few advantages with amnesia was that he could rediscover his favorite movies all 
over again. He couldn't remember any Star Wars, but he knew he loved them. Somehow, that 
was a part of him that Peter was just as eager to get back. 


"You know what I'll do, too? I'll smoke a cigarette!" 


Tony had brought him an old comic book a while back. Of course, Peter had already read it at 
least four times since he was convinced he could memorize every line. The main character 
happened to be a smoker. 


No matter what the occasion, the character would smoke. 


Was he stressed and pissed off after everyone getting on his nerves? A cigarette. Was he 
happy? A cigarette. He was bored? Cigarette. 


Peter wanted a cigarette. Tony, however, didn't seem thrilled with the idea. 


"Okay, look, I know this junk is a bad habit for health, but anyway our longevity isn't really 
optimal here. So... you know, I wish I could have done this at least once before I died- OW!" 


Tony had just tugged a strand of her hair. It wasn't mean or actually painful, but it was 
enough to deflect the teen's attention. 


"Don't say that, silly. You'll get out, eventually." 
Yeah... when? 

"What about on the next expedition?" 

And, obviously... 

"No." 


Once again, the refusal was total and irrevocable. Peter wasn't really surprised anymore. 
There was just a constant, dormant disappointment in his heart that kept his mind heavy. 


Mechanically, he insisted. But he didn't believe it anymore. 


"I'm in good shape. You know I'm healthy. My injuries have long recovered, and I work out 
every day. Look, I have muscle! Almost as much as you! I know all there is to know, I have 
all the basics of survival, you taught me everything! Come on, sir, I won't be a burden, I 
promise! I can be useful!" 


His voice trailed off as a hand grabbed a handful of his hair from the back of his head. Tony 
yanked severely on his strands, enough to cause Peter to tilt his head back. 


"No. " 
Peter's hopes died with this. 
He didn't add more. He remained silent as his roommate released his grip on his hair. 


There was nothing to say, Peter realized. He also knew that everything he was learning was 
meaningless - Tony would never let him out. What was the point of it all, then? 


Peter could only comply. 
"There. Beautiful." A hand stroked his hair. 
He looked fine. 


"Don't pout, young man. I know that look, and those hunched shoulders. You know it won't 
help." 


Yes, he knew it. That was the worst of it. 


"Don't forget who you are: you're the hope of humanity, Pete. You can't be reckless and throw 
away your chances." 


"I'm not the hope of-" 

"Yes, you are." 

"You are-" 

"I'm nothing. There's no hope for me." 


Tony was already gone before Peter could answer. Tony always ran away when he sought to 
avoid a subject, while Peter was left alone with himself. Still, the boy granted a wish for his 
mentor, a sincere and caring wish, hoping that his thoughts would be heard. 


He hoped that Tony would one day fully realize how much the world needed him... as much 
as Peter needed him. 
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F.R.I.D.A.Y was useful. 


Mostly intriguing, and sometimes kind of creepy when Peter would forget she was there and 
her Irish voice would suddenly echo through the bunker, true, but she was also useful. 


However, Peter suspected that Tony had established her within these walls out of nostalgia. 
F.R.I.D.A.Y. was offline most of the time for energy conservation, and when she was there 
her abilities to reach the outside world were inhibited by the radioactive fog. It was okay, 
though. F.R.I.D.A.Y was Mr. Stark's AI, Peter understood better than anyone why the man 
had worked so hard to bring her back to him. It was good for him to have bits and pieces of 
his former life with him. Meanwhile, the teenager wasn't so lucky. But he knew in his heart 
that if he had had the chance then he probably would have brought some things back here 
too. 


Maybe souvenirs or photos...? All the boy had to do was to see his reflection in a mirror to 
remember numerous details, starting with himself: Maybe pictures of his family would have 
allowed him to finally remember his mom and dad, as well as anyone else he had once loved? 
Any friends? A lover? Was it even possible that any of these people were still alive, 
breathing, today? 


Peter doubted it. The best way to guard against disappointment was to be prepared for 
disappointment, a rule he had learned to follow as days turned into weeks, and weeks turned 
into months. Hoping and dreaming proved to be illusory. 


Just as he got up from the bench to grab his towel, the bathroom door swung open. Peter 
yelped, shielding his naked body with his arms. 


"Hey! You can't just barge in like this, I'm in the buff! Didn't your mother ever teach you to 
knock on doors?!" 


"I have to go." 

Peter blinked, caught off guard. He almost forgot his complete nakedness. 
"What?" 

"I-I have to go out. There's, uh... there's an emergency. I have to get out, now." 


Feeling a shiver of anguish crawl under his skin from head to toe, the boy shook his head as 
he tried to figure out what was wrong. Why would Tony play such a horrible joke on him? 


"Wha- no, no no no. Stop. This isn't funny." 
"It's not a joke. I'm going out." 
Tony was hardly looking at him, his eyes frantic, almost wild. 


"One of the photovoltaic panels is broken. I don't know what happened, but I'm not coming 
back until I fix what needs fixing. Energy is vital to us." 


"I said it wasn't fun!" Peter exclaimed, grabbing his towel and negligently tying it around his 
hips. 


"I'm sorry, kiddo. I know you hate being alone." 


With that, Tony walked out of the bathroom. Peter felt his heart drop. Then that same heart 
began to beat furiously against his rib cage, pumping boiling blood through his veins. 


"No! Wait!" 
He followed his roommate's steps, his breath dangerously rushed. 
"Wait!" 


Like an old song, Peter was already practically invisible. Tony pulled out a large bag that the 
young survivor recognized immediately. His voice became more desperate. 


"No...! You can't leave! Hey, don't ignore me!" 


Peter shouted and yelled as the man hastily gathered supplies into his bag, his gaze narrowed 
and serious. Although the boy noticed his stubbornly clenched jaw, he decided to grab the 
mechanic's arm and shake it as hard as he could in a determined attempt to change the course 
of events. His voice had to count. Tony had to hear it. 


"This is crazy! You can't be serious, come on!" 


Tony tugged at his arm, and Peter held it tighter. 


"You just got home! You need to rest, you haven't recovered from your last expedition yet! 
Please, Mr. Stark, please! You must listen to me! Last night you were still having 
nightmares... you can't leave!" 


Unfortunately, Tony was not one of those who listened. Once he had something in his head it 
was already too late. The idea would remain, no matter what. Peter knew this better than 
anyone, he knew how stubborn Tony could be; his attempts to stop him were futile. Yet 
through the anguish he was experiencing, the boy could not bring himself to give up. Fear, 
Fury, and Confusion were pointing a gun at his head. 


It was a mistake to get in the way of his roommate with the idea of being a human obstacle. 
The look he obtained from Tony petrified him. 


"Move." 


There was enough tension in the air to cause the entire structure of the bunker to collapse, 
Peter sensed it deep in the core of his bones. His big, watery eyes searched for Tony's, but all 
he found were two terrifying black marbles that made him lose his resolve for a brief second. 
In the end, Peter stood his ground. It wasn't about challenging Tony. This was all about 
helping him. Why just once was the man not listening to him? 


"Move!" 
"No! " 


It took all the courage in the world for the teenager to respond with that single syllable, and it 
only took a solid push on his shoulders to get him out of the way as if he were a frail twig, 
bendable to the will of a destructive storm. 


"Mr. Stark! Please...! You're crazy, it's too dangerous!" 


It was hard to catch his breath amidst all the sobbing. Yet the only thing that mattered to 
Peter, the one and only thing he could focus on, was Tony. 


Every time the boy managed to physically touch his savior, or even block his path by coming 
in front of him, he was automatically repelled away. Tony was deaf to his pleas. He was no 
longer his friend, he was just an insensitive shell. 


And now he was marching to the door of the bunker with his bag hanging over his shoulder, 
still acting as if Peter were nothing more than an annoying ghost. 


"Don't! " 


At this point, crying was as pathetic as it was unnecessary. Yet the boy's cheeks were soaked 
with that salt water he knew so well. He didn't even try to wipe them or hold back the tears, 
the despair was just too much to bear. 


"Please..." 


Peter collapsed to his knees in the middle of the bunker as the door opened. 


"I'm begging you, sir..." 


Once he found himself alone, Peter closed his eyes. The pain of being abandoned had just 
crushed him. 


Peter loathed crying. 


He hated being hurt so badly and so deeply that his body physically reacted to that pain. He 
hated feeling less than nothing, helpless and alone, and he hated even more being a slave of 
his own sorrow, all his movements hindered by heavy chains that made him stay down on the 
ground, defeated. Peter did not move for many minutes, then for many hours. The weight on 
his shoulders was too exhausting to even think about getting rid of it. Eventually, the tears 
dried up. The boy was empty of them anyway. Maybe if he waited a little longer, silent and 
inert, some kind of miracle would happen? Maybe he would turn to stone, and then 
everything would be great because it would finally be over- 


Christ. 
Snap out of it, idiot. 


Peter angrily rubbed the palms of his hands over the irritated, reddened surface of his eyelids 
before taking a deep breath and getting to his feet; he wobbled for a brief moment, then 
sighed as his shoulders slumped. 


He hated being alone, it was true. But he knew how to live alone. He could survive this, he 
had proven it before and he would continue to prove it. 


He was strong. 


It was hard to think it, even harder to try to believe it, yet Peter had no choice. If he didn't 
support himself when no one else was around... how was he supposed to keep himself 
mentally safe? Tony had once mentioned to him the devastating dangers of depression, and 
since then Peter was aware that radioactivity was not the only phenomenon that could 
slaughter them as easily as a knife. 


As much as he disliked it, Peter accepted the fact that he was now alone and went on with his 
day. The teenager held back tears as best he could as he put on his clothes, and he had to hold 
them back once again as he sat alone and ate in disturbing silence. 


Tony had gone out to fix one of their solar panels, right? Well, knowing his savior was 
somewhere in the vicinity of their bunker didn't make the boy feel any better. Tony wasn't 
there, and that was all. That implied that he was out there bathing in an irradiated and 
polluted atmosphere, trading his precious life so that they could continue to have energy 
within this iron and concrete box. While this was a valid reason for the man, for Peter... well, 


Peter couldn't pronounce on this. His opinion was biased by his emotions which left his mind 
irrational and unreliable. 


That's what Tony would tell him, if he was there. 
Ifhe was there, fuck. 


Just as Peter found himself hesitating between going to bed - although it was mid-morning - 
and doing push-ups to relieve the parasitic tension that was bugging his muscles and nerves, 
he heard a buzzing noise emanating from the top of the dresser, where the walkie-talkies 
were. 


Without hesitation he could tell that this was not an aberration straight from his imagination. 
The bunker, except for some vibrating machinery in the lab, and the ventilation, was always 
incredibly quiet. Not even an ant would go unnoticed. 


A second sizzle sounded, longer and more insistent than the first, definitely earning Peter's 
attention. 


In a flash the boy stood beside the dresser, eyes riveted on the little radio. And something was 
wrong. Something was wrong, because one of the talkies was missing. 


"Peter?" 

The boy almost jumped out of his skeleton. 
"Peter? Can you hear me? Hey, kiddo?" 
That... voice. 


That voice coming from the walkie-talkie, which he carefully took in his trembling hand, 
staring at the device as if realizing he wasn't dreaming, mesmerized and awed at the 
realization of what was going on. 


"Hey, do you copy, brat?" 


Peter threw his head back, barking a loud, disgraceful laugh as a new stream of hot tears 
rolled down his cheeks. That asshole. 


Fingers pressing the button dedicated to opening communications, the young survivor 
scrambled to come up with a response that matched the wave of emotion engulfing him. 


"Mr. Stark!" He exclaimed as loud as his lungs would allow. "I'm here! I'm here! Oh, fuck, 
dude, can you hear me?!" 


"Ow..." the voice growled. "That was my ear, kid." 
"Sorry!" Peter shouted almost as audibly; impossible to contain his joy, nor his smile. The 


tears were still abundant on his cheeks. "I just can't believe it...! That's crazy! The walkie- 
talkies work!" 


"Of course, they work. You fixed them." 
A hint of pride tingled in the teenager's chest. 


"I know... but... it's still insane! I mean... I'm here, and you're not! I can still hear you! It's so 
cool, it's so cool, it's so cool! Holy fuck, sir, I can hear you!" 


Tony had taken the second talkie with him - it was an option Peter hadn't considered despite 
the fact that it was the primary reason those little radios had been brought to the bunker in the 
first place, despite the fact that he'd spent hours tinkering with them, fantasizing about the 
times when he would be able to talk with his roommate even when he was far away. Now 
was the time, and Peter wanted more. 


Tony could hear him. There was nothing quiet about his sobs and sniffles. And yet... Peter 
swore he could hear a smile in his voice. 


"Yeah. I'm here. Hi." 
"Hi!" Peter laughed, holding the radio close to his heart. "Hi... I hear you..." 


He was not alone. 


Life in the bunker was boring, and little could change that reality. And while at first Peter had 
cursed this nonchalant and idle routine, the teenager had now learned to live at peace with 
this slow lifestyle. 


There wasn't much he could do about it, so he let himself be lulled by the current without any 
struggle, accepting the few lifelines that floated up to him, and, sometimes, accepting the 
storms as well. 


Tony away from him was a cataclysm. 


And the talkies were his buoys. Every time Tony got in touch with him, it felt like finding a 
heavenly oasis on which he could catch his breath and rest. It was good to have someone to 
talk to despite the expeditions - F.R.I.D.A.Y hardly counted in the moments when Peter 
dreamed of being reunited with his roommate. 


The daily tasks were the same as the first day. 
Eating, washing, tidying up, exercising, making stocks... and repeat. 


Tony had asked him not to contact him unless something unexpected happened, a rule the 
boy followed religiously. That didn't stop him from counting the minutes between each 


conversation with the man, though, and Tony would use the walkie-talkie from time to time 
to have a brief chat with him. Each time, it was a bliss for the boy. 


"Hey, Petey?" 


Peter interrupted a series of sit-ups to rush over to his beloved radio, almost crawling across 
the floor to grab it. 


"I read you! Over." 

"Take it easy," he heard a long sigh. "Did you take your vitamins?" 
"Affirmative!" 

"Good boy." 

Peter's heart fluttered proudly. 


Throughout the day, the two communicated frequently. Sometimes Tony would mumble a 
few words just to check on the kid, and to Peter that meant a lot. The hours were shorter 
while he talked with his survivalist partner, while he had regular updates to prove to him that 
Tony was okay. That was all he asked. 


"So? What about the panels?" 


"Still at the same point. I've been able to clear away the trash that was covering the panels, 
which will give us a welcome power boost, but one of the panels is still damaged. I'm trying 
to figure out what's wrong." 


"Is there...anything I can do?" 
"I don't think so, kid." 


Against his tacit habit, Tony began to mention and list the details of the problems that had led 
to the failure of the photovoltaic panel. Not having the device in front of him, and not being 
an expert in power engineering, the boy was obviously not much help; however, he listened, 
concerned with every word that left his roommate's mouth. He couldn't be there to physically 
assist Tony with the repair, but he could still show his support in this way, demonstrating his 
devoted attention. 


Truly, Peter didn't mind. 
It was actually beneficial for him too. 


He liked the sound of Mr. Stark's voice. He liked to listen to it, that sweet melody, and 
listening, he could have for many hours, tirelessly, willingly. When Tony was with him his 
voice was only more mellow, but as long as Peter could hear him it was okay, even through 
radios. 


It reminded him of phones, in a way. He missed his phone... 


Not as much as he missed his savior, though. It was only a couple of hours since his 
unexpected and hasty departure, and yet the boy was already consumed by an awful feeling 
of loneliness. Tony's voice was gold in this harsh ordeal. So, Peter brought the walkie-talkie 
closer to his ear, letting the echoes dance all around him in the shelter, bathing in those 
familiar sound waves that made him feel safe. 


Ultimately, this moment had to come to an end. Peter tried his very best, but it still wasn't 
enough to hold the man back. 


"I'm sorry, I have to get back to work." 


"When... when are you coming back?" Peter's words quivered regardless of the energy he was 
putting into sounding brave. 


"Not tonight, I'm afraid." 

"What?! But I thought... I thought you'd be back-" 

"The damages are taking longer than expected. I must go. Out." Tony declared in one breath. 
Peter barely had time to blink. 

"Mr. Stark?" 

Nothing. 

"Mr. Stark? Can you read me?" 


He didn't need to try a third time to conclude that the mechanic was already no longer 
listening to him. 


More hours of solitude later, and Tony still hadn't come home to him. Although Peter had 
been able to hold back the recurring tears, there was nothing he could do to fight the anxiety 
that was tugging at his entire system. 


Every extra minute spent alone in the bunker roared loudly and fed the boy's anticipation of 
spending another minute without Tony. And there was nowhere to hide, nowhere he could 
properly catch his breath. What on earth could a boy like him do? He would listen to what his 
roommate had said, and it was right. Peter obediently stayed in the bunker, aware that escape 
was not an option. It was scary, he felt trapped like a tiny mouse - and it wasn't the first time 
he'd felt that way - but he clung to the one order he'd been given, wishing he could be a good 
boy as Tony expected from him sometimes. 


The buzzing of the walkie-talkie instantly pulled the teen back to reality; in a flash, he held 
the precious radio in his hands, breathing heavily with a huge smile. 


"Mr. Stark! Is that you?" 

A few more crackles, and... 

"Kid?" 

"Hey, old man!" 

"IT was sure you weren't asleep. A little bird told me. How come?" 


Peter fidgeted nervously, though the smile remained on his now reassured face. "I just can't 
sleep..." 


I can't, without you. 
"You should. I don't like you stealing my insomniac tendencies. That's plagiarism." 


Peter laughed before the man had even finished his sentence, still amazed that he could talk 
to him, and he realized with wonder that Tony's laughter resonated with his own. That sound 
was marvelous. 


"IT wanted to make sure you were okay...are you?" Tony added once the silence had returned. 


"Y-yeah," Peter nodded briskly, not noticing that the man couldn't see him. He just wanted to 
be convincing. "I'm fine. I'm fine." 


It could be better, definitely, but... knowing that Tony had contacted him in the mere 
perspective of checking in on him made him feel lighter. 


"Good." 

Another silence, but still soothing just like a boat on a sleeping lake. 
"Sir?" 

"Yeah?" 

"What do you see? I mean... right now." 


He heard a faint rustling of fabric accompanied by a sigh. "J have a spectacular view of the 
greasy concrete ceiling of an underground parking garage." 


An instant pout darkened the younger man's features. It wasn't what he'd expected, even if it 
was ultimately a pretty accurate portrayal of what Tony might encounter on the outside. Peter 
had spent a lot of time carefully ignoring everything Tony had described to him about the 
world out there, about their destroyed Earth, and he had come to forget that his dreams were 


anything but similar to reality. Still, he couldn't hide his disappointment, and so, for once, he 
was glad that his savior wasn't there to witness the grief he was experiencing. 


"Oh... that sucks." 
Peter sniffed, his fingers clutching the talkie. 


"I don't have anything better to talk about, then. As for me, I have a direct view of our 
ceiling. I still can't decide if it's gray or green..." 


"It is blue... or maybe gray?" 
"I'm not sure... it's ugly." 
"Hey, watch your mouth you little shit. My bunker is perfect." 


"Oh?" Peter raised an eyebrow all the way to the middle of his forehead. "We must not live in 
the same shithole, then." 


"Or maybe I'm the only one of us who isn't ungrateful for what I have." 
"Ouch. Touché." 
In all honesty Peter wasn't a big fan of their bunker. But... it was home. Their home. 


"Okay, uh... let's try this." Tony muttered. "I... can you imagine I'm outside? It's cold, but... 
uh... it's okay. Because it's nighttime. Duh. And, uh... I'm... I'm lying on the green grass." 


When the boy grasped what Tony was trying to accomplish, he was tempted to laugh. But as 
he listened to his savior invent a landscape which didn't exist - anymore - just to lighten his 
disappointment, as he listened to Tony describe something unreal, he suddenly wanted to 
listen to him more and, even if it was only for a minute, believe him. It wasn't like his 
roommate to dwell on such trivia. Tony didn't live with fantasies. And yet here he was 
outside, alone, comforting him. 


"Above me, behind some clouds, there's a quarter moon. Or a white croissant in the dark sky, 
if you prefer to look at it that way." 


"How do you pronounce croissant?" Peter chuckled. 


"The right way. How do you pronounce it? You're wrong, either way, the adult is right. 
Period." 


Peter borrowed his deepest voice. "Quaaackson?" 
"Wait... are you trying to imitate me or what?" 
Peter, still in the same voice: "Wait... you're trying to imitate me or what? 


"When I get home, I'll kill you." 


"Then come home." 


Somehow, Peter felt it. He sensed Tony's fond smile in the way the man's breath came out in 
a soft laugh. 


"Quiet, child. You're supposed to be sleeping." 


"Go on with the story, then. I like it." Peter asked, half a complaint, half a prayer. It was just 
an excuse to stay a little longer with Tony. 


"Er, Okay. Fine. But don't interrupt me again." 
Peter didn't. He already had everything he wanted. Well... almost. But it wasn't so bad. 


Tony was not good at describing the unreal. In fact, he was terrible at it. Peter, nevertheless, 
remained attentive to every word that left his mouth, taking them in like a divine sermon, 
rocking his mind with the lullaby that was the engineer's voice. His eyelids became heavier, 
and surprisingly his heart pounded louder, louder and louder, like the clicking of a ticking 
bomb. It was pleasant. 


At some point Peter gazed dreamily at the roof of the bunker and visualized the moon that 
Tony had described to him. He wanted so badly to see that beautiful, bright white moon, but 
instead... he thought of his savior as his voice still surrounded him, enveloping him in a rare 
sense of comfort. 


Why was Tony's absence more toxic than radioactivity? 


Peter never dared express how safe Tony always made him feel, and every time the boy had a 
reason to feel scared, every time an earthquake shook their walls, every time a power outage 
left them without hope, every time Tony left... every time Peter wondered if this was the last 
chance he'd have to talk to him, he'd end up cursing himself for never having the courage to 
say the words that weighed on his chest. What if one day he ended up running out of time and 
chances? Just as the teenager was kept behind a closed door, he kept his pain to himself - 
feelings he crumpled up and tucked away somewhere deep inside, convinced he could forget. 


Was it ridiculous? Was it silly to live and wonder if all these feelings were even remotely 
reciprocated? Peter wished it could be mutual. He wished he knew what Tony was thinking 
when he went away and left him all alone underground, hidden from their dying world. 


While he waited for the answer, he just listened to his voice. That was good enough. 
"Hey, Pete?" 

"Mmh?" The boy hummed, half asleep. 

"I hope for your sake that you're not staying in my bed again." 


Shit. 


After assuring Tony that he was definitely not in his bed, which was obviously not true - why 
would he sleep on his little mattress when he could enjoy a real bed? - they finally cut the 
line to preserve the batteries in their radios. Peter didn't have any difficulties to fall asleep, 
contrary to what he had dreaded. His night was short, but peaceful. 


His mind wasn't racing and bugging him as he went about his daily tasks the next morning. 
He kept his radio close, waiting patiently, whistling unfamiliar tunes to entertain himself as 
the hours passed and wore on. 


Then came the crackles that Peter had quickly learned to appreciate, the famous crackles that 
announced an impending call, the ones he had been waiting for all day. His reward was 
coming. Just as his hand flew over the little machine... he froze. Something that wasn't 
supposed to happen, happened. 


. &.. ve? ... Pa..." 


The boy frowned, looked suspiciously at the walkie-talkie tied to his belt. That wasn't Tony's 
voice... that wasn't... 


"...aroun'...here... Can you-... ‘thing ?" 
Gasping, Peter dared to trust his ears. 
"Nothing to report, here." 


It wasn't Tony. 
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"Congratulations on your hilarious luck, Parker. You owe me 25,000 dollars." 
"What?! Nooo, that's not fair! I missed my roll, I gotta do it again!" 


"I'm afraid that's not possible, kid. You can deny it all you want, you still owe me 25,000 
dollars. I want it now." 


Tony held out his demanding hand with his palm in the air, raising his eyebrows to reinforce 
his demand. Peter only opened his mouth in disbelief. 


"But... how do you do that? It's not statistically possible to have the fates always in your 
favor! I didn't get a single house and you have buildings on each of your squares, how is that 
possible? You're cheating!" 


"Absolutely not. My victory is purely legitimate and deserved. Now the cash." 


Peter sighed heavily, shoulders slumping as Tony still wagged his hand expectantly. "Fine. 
You've won. I don't have any more bills." 


At least Mr. Stark had the decency not to taunt the boy about it - he'd done it once a few days 
back, and Peter had pouted for the rest of the day. 


However, Peter had come to terms with the fact that Tony would always win, no matter what. 
Challenging the engineer's mind and hoping to win was utopian, though amusing when there 
was nothing else to do. Still, the teenager couldn't help but feel bits of disappointment 
bugging him when he couldn't make the grade; he would hope, try, and give it his all only to 
see every effort go fruitless, leaving him with his own frustration. 


"We need to play again, I want my revenge." 
"I think we're done playing Monopoly." 


"What?! No way, we've only done three games! Come on, you owe me! You've been gone for 
two days; I deserve a fourth game of Monopoly." 


"I only got home yesterday... give me a chance to rest. My back is still a broken mess." 


"You've been snoring all night," Peter said as he gathered the bills. "I thought it was an 
earthquake. But no. That was just you, old man." 


"Oh, please. Don't feel too sorry for those three crushing defeats. You just weren't good 
enough to stand up to me. I guess this will teach you a lesson." 


Peter wasted no time in sticking his tongue out at him, even if it made him look even more 
childish. That was all Tony deserved, anyway. But as their laughter dwindled to a casual 
silence, something popped into the young survivor's mind. He had chosen not to say anything 
the day before to allow his roommate to somehow recover from his expedition, but now that 
calm and routine had returned Peter could no longer keep this information to himself. It had 
tortured him for hours, and now it was time to break the news. 


"Hey, uhm... Mr. Stark? I should have told you sooner about it... I didn't want to keep it from 
you, I just wanted you to get some rest, and... and... well, I heard something." 


Helping the boy put the game away, Tony only gave him a semi-intrigued glance. 


"Uh... when you were out, my walkie-talkie switched on. I thought it was you, but then... I 
heard... something." 


He noticed his roommate's hands halt; Tony didn't interrupt him, though he seemed prepared 
to argue. 


"I don't want to give false alarms or worry you. But... I heard voices - I'm sure they were 
voices. I mean... not yours. I didn't understand it all, there were a lot of- of cuts and, and 
maybe I was tired, but I'm sure someone was talking. I heard someone on my walkie-talkie 
one day before you came back." 


Now that Peter was recounting his experience, he wondered why he hadn't told Tony sooner, 
indeed. His silence had been so irresponsible. Was it because he was afraid of how his 
roommate would react? Or was it because he felt powerful and useful to have a crucial piece 
of information that Tony didn't possess? He swallowed, uncertain and uneasy. 


The man twitched his lips for a moment, his gaze lost in the vacuum. After a short hum, his 
dark stare finally bore into Peter's eyes. 


"Don't take it too seriously, kiddo. It was static." 


Static...? 


He blinked, his mind wandering into his still fresh and vivid memories. He remembered that 
mingled surprise and fear he'd felt when new voices had come out of his walkie-talkie. They 
vanished as quickly as they had appeared and Peter had never heard them since, voices as real 
as the end of the world was. Back then he hadn't reported the incident to Tony because... at 
the time, it had seemed unreal. What could Tony have done with those sudden voices when 
he wasn't even in the bunker with him? 


Peter had spent hours tinkering with those radios to get them working since the first day they 
arrived, he knew them inside and out, every wire, every screw, and he knew the interference 
he could catch when there was nothing else to hear. This wasn't what he'd heard. 


"No... no. It wasn't static, I'm sure of what I heard." 
He couldn't be wrong about that. 
"How about we ask F.R.I.D.A.Y? Maybe she can tell us more." He persisted. 


Now that Tony was back with him those voices still sounded crazy, however the fear had 
been replaced by intense excitement. Tony would know what to do. 


"Okay. Look me in the eye." 


Initially surprised, Peter blinked his confusion away and then complied with his roommate's 
request, his back arching slightly forward as he unconsciously moved closer to Tony who was 
looking at him with a disturbing intensity, his quasi-black eyes unperturbed and controlled - 
eyes that Peter recognized as beautiful as they were frightening. 


Only when the boy's attention was assured Tony spoke up. 
"I'm going to ask you this just once. Be honest. Are you really sure about what you heard?" 


Oh, and Peter wanted to shout his certainty, for a second as irritated as he was pleased to find 
his word as imperative as it was urgent. But when his lips parted, when the words were 
weighing on the tip of his tongue, ready to flow out, he was stopped by other words that 
spontaneously sprang from his unconscious, thoughts he had sensed without ever fully 
understanding them until this very moment. It all made sense as Peter's eyes were trapped in 
Tony's, and he finally understood how this story could actually be about more than just him. 
It wasn't just about claiming to have heard people. It was probably much more serious than 
that. 


And suddenly Peter felt stuck and overwhelmed by an immense doubt as his savior kept 
staring at him, just as steadily. He was sure, though. His ears had not betrayed him, he could 
never have been so mistaken. 


However, what if he was wrong? 


He imagined, briefly, what would happen if he had only thought he had heard those voices. 
His answer, once again, was in Tony's patient and expectant gaze: hope. 


Hope, the greatest poison in the universe and at the same time its own antidote. 


Peter remembered that between the two of them Tony was probably the one who was putting 
most of his energy into his quest for survivors, people like them who needed help and who 
could make the difference between survival and the end of mankind. Mr. Stark searched 
every day for clues that would lead them to that goal. 


So, those words that were still hanging on the end of his tongue now had a whole new level 
of responsibility; once he spoke, it wouldn't just be about what he had thought he had heard, 
but about the consequences that this event would have. If Tony sincerely trusted him then the 
prospect of being wrong was suddenly much more terrible and overwhelming. This was it: a 
responsibility. He who constantly bragged about being helpful... was he really going to be 
able to prove himself? Was he right? 


Swallowing his saliva was difficult, almost painful. However, Peter still managed to 
articulate his answer. 


"I'm sure." 


He had heard someone speak that day, and it hadn't been Tony. Peter chose to trust his 
instincts. 


Nodding slowly, the older man cleared his throat before standing up. "Fine. I'll look at the 
talkies later." 


Peter stirred enthusiastically in his seat, hardly hiding a smile. 


"Take your vitamins." 


Since Peter felt sleepy for the ensuing hours and Tony grew cranky whenever the boy 
approached the lab, he decided to spend most of his time in the common room, completely 
slumped on the couch, occupying his mind with a few short random naps when fatigue 
reached its peak, or by drawing on his loyal notebook. 


Meanwhile, Tony had predictably holed up at the bottom of the stairs. From time to time, 
Peter could hear him communicating with F.R.I.D.A.Y. Their voices were constantly low, 
discreet, probably mindful of his lethargy, but frankly he didn't mind. The teenager had lived 
enough days alone to know what he was choosing between silence and a hubbub synonymous 
with life. Though, it inevitably attracted the boy's curiosity, and he would occasionally prick 
up his ears, trying to catch fragments of conversations. Tony had taken the walkie-talkies 
with him, after all... there wasn't much suspense as to what was being discussed downstairs. 


But as the hours passed the boy's curiosity went on growing and growing and growing until it 
became downright annoying. 


Then, when the wait became unbearable, Peter allowed himself to venture into the lab. Tony 
did not say anything when he spotted him, except for a small, tired sigh. 


"Hey." 
"Hey, kiddo." 


A silent pause at first, whilst Peter observed the dismantled walkie-talkies on the table, cables 
sticking out of their cases like intestines torn from an abdomen, a few screws and batteries, 
here and there. The same talkies he had spent days trying to patch up. They looked absolutely 
unusable now. What had Tony done? 


"I used them with F.R.I.D.A.Y and my computers to run large-scale scans all around us, as 
far as I could reach. I'm sure I could at least reach Europe and Asia, but... nothing." 


Their eyes met. Peter didn't have the courage to cry, meanwhile Tony just looked drained of 
all energy. 


"I don't have any results." the man continued, his voice barely above a whisper as if he was 
afraid to upset his young roommate. "I searched... and when I didn't find anything, I searched 
again because that's what you would have wanted me to do. If there are survivors out there 
somewhere, which I'm going to keep hoping there are for our sake, then they're just a 
meaningless handful of people like us hiding somewhere, waiting to die, taming the idea of 
death. I think it's about time we thought about abandoning the possibility of finding a refugee 
base, where a new civilization might be conceivable. It was perhaps too big of a dream." 


Abandon the idea? The idea that had kept them grounded all this time, the idea of returning to 
areal life, with a proper society and real people? 


Tony still appeared defeated and dejected, barely able to sustain the teenager's watery gaze. 
"I also took a look at the talkies to unravel the mystery of the voices you mentioned." 

Peter surmised the answer, his throat painfully knotted. His distress mirrored the man's. 
"They're malfunctioning, Kid." 

No. 


He shook his head, slowly at first, then frantically, backing away and crossing his arms to 
hide his trembling hands. Tony made a hesitant movement toward him. 


"Kid..." 
"No. I fixed them. I know I did. I know I did." 
"I get that you refuse to understand-" 


"NO!" 


Tony seemed surprised for a fleeting instance, and Peter decided to ignore the flood of guilt 
that was already hitting him. He had too much on his mind. Too many things he had taken in 
and silently endured, too many injustices that were slowly killing him. He couldn't go on like 
this, it was too much. Tony needed to hear it. 


"I fixed them, and I heard those voices!" 
He could feel his cheeks heat up with anger as the man almost imperceptibly shook his head. 


"There's something out there! You know I'm right, you're the one who made me believe it! 
All of this... this place, our efforts, us... it's not nothing, it's no coincidence, it must mean 
something! We've been there, and I'm going to keep believing in us, that's what you always 
taught me. You can't just give up because we hit another obstacle. There is something for us 
out there, there is life, somewhere, that deserves to be found and saved like us. That's why 
we're still alive! You know that!" 


The talk of hope was silly and foolish as the days ticked by. It was becoming a persistent 
dream. But there was still some. Peter wasn't ready to give it up, not while they were still 
breathing. 


How could he think of giving up when he was the one who had given Tony hope about the 
radios? 


The vision of a civilization populated by survivors had to be more than just an eccentric 
fantasy. There had to be rescue, there had to be groups and there had to be people alive, 
people who would be in their future civilization and who would be the protagonists of the 
next world. This is what Tony had hoped for, and this is the enthusiasm with which he was 
inheriting Peter. The boy had survived the last few months cradled and educated with this 
perspective. And was he just supposed to give up? 


Fuck, no... how could Tony even bring up that eventuality? 


Why did he feel like the closer he got to ever getting out of this shithole, the more the world 
laughed at him? It was a cruel joke that wore him down to the pit of his bones. 


"I'm sorry, Pete. It was an assumption I refused to share with you for a long time so as not to 
hurt you, but in the end... I think I did the exact opposite." 


Tony really meant it, didn't he? It wasn't just fatigue or disappointment. His savior meant his 
words. 


A sob was ripped from his throat as Mr. Stark repeated how sorry he was, how he wished he 
could have been wrong. They were alone, Tony added grimly, softly, his eyes fixed on the 
boy, his hands still slightly raised in his direction, ready to touch him, to hold him if he 
should collapse. That was sweet, Peter thought miserably as his fragile heart fragmented into 
millions of tiny pieces and his shoulders shook violently under the assault of his cries. Alone, 
huh? 


All their efforts would have been vain and useless? Was it that the mechanic was trying so 
hard to make him understand? Were they simply waiting unconsciously for their deaths while 
delaying the inevitable? 


Peter had always done his best, always done his best and even more to create their future, the 
weight of expectation and hope on his shoulders, fighting to stay strong in order to, one day, 
get away from here. He and Tony, that was how they fed their days in the bunker. It had 
always been that way: for the future that called them to respond and persevere, to rise to 
gather people and live. 


They would wake up because freedom was calling them. 


Peter imagined it sometimes, and felt it in his bones - only sometimes, when he thought he 
had made a step forward. Like with the talkies. 


Should he now let it all go? 


The tears became heavy and corrosive on his cheeks; although Tony tried once again to come 
to him, probably to reassure him or to somehow soften him with words to make this defeat 
seem less bitter, Peter rushed up the stairs and took refuge on his couch, where he mourned 
for the rest of the day, happy to be left alone, furious at them, sad for their lost dreams, and 
disappointed that Tony was the one to give up on their future. The tears were many. 


He shouldn't have mentioned the voices. 


Ashamed of the thought Peter clutched his pillow more desperately, pressing his face against 
the soaked fabric as sobs were muffled along with his pain. It was as if he would never cease 
crying. He had reached a quota of suffering so great and terrible that all that was left was 
exhaustion which numbed his entire organism, an irreversible pain that was part of him. This 
was how the rest of the day went for the boy. When evening came, the tears still hadn't dried 
up; the pain was still there. 


Tony's footsteps on the stairs reminded Peter that he was not alone, although it was a feeling 
that had taken hold of him since he had run away from the lab. He was quickly aware of the 
man's intense gaze on the clammy skin of his neck, two dark eyes boring holes through his 
nape as he made sure to stay perfectly still, as if his few random sobs didn't give him away. 
But he stubbornly remained with his back to Tony. Finally, he heard the rustling of sheets 
followed by a small sigh; the lights in the bunker intuitively dimmed for the next few 
minutes. 


And that was all. 


This made Peter happy to be spared from the typical and expected speech that was supposed 
to cheer him up. But it also angered him because Tony's silence meant that the discussion was 
over and done with. 


Tony was not responsible for their plight, blaming him was not fair. Nothing was fair, to tell 
the truth. The fury was still there, though, sharp and great. 


"Kid?" a short silence. "I know you're not sleeping." 
Ignoring Tony was harder than he'd imagined. 


He tried anyway. Peter really didn't want to talk. He felt lousy for giving the engineer the 
silent treatment, but he just wasn't strong enough to be able to talk without breaking down. 


"Come here, Pete." 


The gentle command surprised him, however; he glanced over his shoulder to see Tony 
gesturing for him to come closer. Peter frowned, sniffling loudly. 


"I don't want you to be alone tonight. Come on." 
Oh. 
That wasn't... expected. Not from Tony. 


Surprise flooded the young survivor, who quickly found himself caught between the desire to 
obey and the honeyed idea of staying alone for the rest of the night and crying until 
exhaustion overcame him. The choice was meant to be easy, but Peter hesitated for a long 
time. Somehow, he couldn't get it out of his mind that Tony was the one who gave up, and so 
some of his anger was still directed at him, even though Tony was as much a victim as he 
was. Peter wanted Tony to know how betrayed and abandoned he felt, and that was wrong. 
He watched his roommate wait patiently for him, and then it was as if his heart melted as he 
met the worried eyes of his savior. Peter realized he couldn't say "no". He gave in. 


Without waiting a moment longer, he freed himself from his blankets and joined Tony on the 
large bed; the man had made room for him beforehand, one arm still dangling, waiting, so 
Peter naturally settled into that inviting space dedicated to him, curling up against the man's 
side until he felt the arm wrap around his shoulders and pull him even closer. The cover 
draped over them both as Peter pressed his face as close to Tony as possible, enjoying the 
contrast of his warm skin heating the cold tip of his nose. They moved around for a while 
until they found the position that best suited them, and then a comfortable silence stretched 
out despite the desolate circumstances. 


This wasn't the first time Peter had the opportunity to lounge around in Tony's bed - there 
were times where the man would be in a sharing mood. However, there was something today 
that had not been there the previous times. 


Sweet whispers of nothing in the hollow of his ear as their legs entwined experimentally, first 
shy, then more confident as their bodies met like two pieces of a puzzle, a hand on top of his 
head and nails racking its scalp. It took less than a minute with this brand-new treatment for 
Peter to witness his muscles becoming as soft as jelly, his body shaking faintly, almost 
imperceptibly. 


"I'm glad to have someone as strong as you by my side." 


Little bits of nothing which Peter already idolized, which meant so much to him. It made a 
difference, and the boy was greatly grateful for that. 


The hug was unexpected, but welcome. The boy was exhausted from living this constant 
emotional roller coaster day after day, watching his future be put on the line and then 
trampled on because walkie-talkies didn't work, he was at the end of his tether when he was 
expected to give up too. It seemed so senseless after all the lectures about the future, about 
sacrifice, and about hope. 


There were days when everything was fine, and perfect, days so beautiful with Tony that 
Peter could sometimes fear the mere prospect of one day finding reinforcements that would 
upset their hard-won balance. They would work with their bodies and minds, together, 
bonding their efforts to survive, and then they would be proud of themselves, proud of what 
they had accomplished even if at the end of the day they were still locked up in that 
underground concrete box. It was on those days that Peter felt hopeful and confident, 
believing in their abilities, while there were other days when it all seemed futile - days like 
today when it felt like the world was dying a little more, when he felt nothing but despair, 
then emptiness. 


It was strange, Peter thought, the way he could never be realistic with their situation. He was 
either drowning in his pessimism, or he was feeding off his wishes laced with optimism. 
Maybe that's what he lacked to be as good a survivor as Tony? That ability to adjust to the 
circumstances to get the best out of them. Maybe that's why Tony could give up so easily? 
Was it for this very reason that the man was currently so serene? He tried to decipher the 
features of his face while his roommate's knuckles were still lost in his hair. 


"T mean it, kiddo." 
In spite of himself, Peter felt his cheeks flush. 


"I know how easy it is to doubt yourself. I also know it's something you do at least once a day 
if not more, because I know you. But that doesn't take away from the fact that you have so 
much potential." 


Tony moved slightly and he looked down at the boy; their eyes locked. 


"I also know you've always resented me for not allowing you to accompany me on my 
expeditions, but I need you to understand something about the outside world." He paused so 
his index finger lifted Peter's chin. "I told you that anything can happen out there, didn't I? 
Believe me, that didn't just start. It was a reality that's been plaguing us for years with the 
appearance of alien threats. I... er, I wanted to put a shield around the Earth, you know? I 
couldn't do it. And the Earth finally died." 


Instinctively Peter wanted to defend his savior's honor, but Tony pressed his finger against his 
lips before he could breathe his first syllable. 


"Then there was that bunker. It wasn't much, but I saw in that shelter the possibility of 
building a shield. My underground shield, to fix what I couldn't back then. And eventually, as 
you already know... no one I loved got to benefit from it." 


Peter couldn't imagine Mr. Stark's dismay. The guilt of being a survivor while all that 
mattered was the fluttering ashes of the past. 


His small hand clutched the fabric of the blanket before he realized it was actually the hem of 
Tony's shirt. He could feel the heat radiating against his fingers. He wasn't reprimanded, so he 
didn't let go. 


The next words were whispered intimately, churning Peter's heart in his rib cage. 


"No one, until Peter Parker, that silly boy I met outside, a little bird wounded and alone that I 
then picked up and brought here. I had lost faith in myself at that point. How could I care for 
a life other than my own when I couldn't save anyone?" 


A nervous laugh emerged from the back of the man's throat as his gaze became slightly 
evasive. "I... I thought about killing you for a second." 


Peter's eyes widened, and the finger against his lips pressed a little more firmly on it. 


"No, sh. Listen to me. I thought about it, it's true, but only for a second. You were an innocent 
little dove bathing in a pool of your own blood, almost iced already, and I wondered if it 
wouldn't have been more merciful to spare you a life such as this one. I didn't think I could 
save a life... but I brought you back anyway, I nursed you back to health, and from then I 
knew... I swear I knew I had to keep you alive, no matter what. If one day life as we knew it 
should return to the way it was by some miracle, then it's not Iron Man who will have a major 
role to play this time. I can't do anything for this world. I'm not the future. You are." 


Peter wished the wetness in his eyes wasn't so obvious, but Tony's words still echoed in his 
mind. 


"That's bullshit..." he sniffed, the emotion transparent in his knotted voice. "You can't say that 
when you literally suggested we should give up just a few hours ago." 


A gentle smile stretched the corner of his roommate's mouth as Tony pressed their foreheads 
together. 


"I don't want you to suffer, Pete. I just... I just want you to be ready to face anything. I know 
I've always urged you to have hope, but I don't want it to end up destroying you if... if it 
doesn't work out. All of this, we... our efforts. I refuse to be responsible for your pain. I won't 
be able to handle that. Anything but this." 


Oh, dear Lord. Swallowing the lump in his throat, Peter tried to regain some semblance of 
confidence as he sought his friend's gaze. 


"You are responsible for my strength. You're responsible for my strength, that's all. You make 
me stronger, Mr. Stark, that's what you've always done. If I decide to believe in our chances 
it's because you convinced me it was possible, because together we can do it. I know it. I feel 
it 


"And if..." 


"Then we'll be together. That's all that matters. But please, stay with me for this, stay with me 
until the end, Sir. I need you, too." 


Tony's right hand traveled over the boy's cheek. 


Peter understood the sudden motivation the engineer had felt to make him discourage all the 
hopes and dreams Peter had built up over the past few months, he really did. It was hard to 
blame him for that. However, Peter wanted Tony to see his own worth. If Tony hadn't been 
there, then the teenager wouldn't be there either - he knew that. They were one whole within 
that bunker, they could not exist without each other. Peter remembered his very first day, his 
very first hour here. He remembered the words of his new roommate when he woke up. 


"You owe me." He had said. 


As it turned out, he did. Peter owed this man a debt of gratitude for all he had done for them, 
there was not a single doubt about that. He understood that now. 


Without Tony, he would be nothing. 
He owed him absolutely everything. 


Maybe the man didn't consider himself important enough to be needed in the next world, but 
Peter could admit it without a shred of hesitation that Tony was his future. That was scary. 
Hell, they both had something to lose. 


The caress on his cheek became more pronounced on the curve of his cheekbone, and it 
wasn't weird, not at all. This gesture was as natural and perfect as breathing was. 


Tony's thumb brushed the delicate skin under the young survivor's eye, where a fine scar 
resided, and Peter allowed it. The moment lasted and stretched out in time, but neither 
resident of the bunker minded. A new kind of tension was emerging. 


"You're beautiful." 


Peter inhaled sharply at this sudden statement as tingles spread under the flesh of his chest, 
where his heart drummed against the bones. The heat on his cheeks now more distinct, Peter 
could only smile broadly, a breathless laugh leaving his lips as his eyes shone lovingly, and 
Tony gazed at him like a living work of art. The mechanic's eyes traveled all over his face, 
but, mostly, they lingered on Peter's half-open mouth, on his nervous, warm grin. Peter dared 
to mimic this bold action and peeked down Mr. Stark's lips, where a controlled smile was on 
the pink lips, lips that were expertly wetted when the man ran his tongue over them, and 
Peter suspected he had done it on purpose for the express intention of catching him staring 
longingly. 


Tony leaned closer. It was only a few millimeters, a distance barely even visible, but Peter 

knew it when he felt the hot breath of his savior touching his face. He desperately needed to 
hold on to something, anything, because his heart was beating so fast and it was so euphoric, 
he needed to be grounded, so his hand gripped Tony's elbow and slowly made its way up his 


forearm, his fingers gently holding the limb until his hand covered Mr. Stark's over his cheek. 
The fingers in his hair tightened, and he whined. 


seo me 


Still in the spirit of copying his model as closely as possible, Peter moved forward in turn. 
His confidence was no match for Tony's, yet he was drawn to him despite his heart which 
seemed ready to implode at any moment. A few more inches - their noses were now 
touching. Peter could almost feel the scratch of Tony's beard against his chin as a few more 
millimeters between them were eliminated. 


He could only perceive the pout of Tony's lips against his own mouth when F.R.I.D.A.Y's 
voice suddenly came out and interrupted them. 


"Boss, I must warn you that your blood sugar level is low. I would recommend you have a 
small snack to optimize your body's functioning." 


They both blinked, surprised, then amused. Tony sighed, "Yeah, yeah, yeah..." 


"You should be more grateful to Fri’. I wouldn't have the patience to take care of you like she 
does." The boy was quick to tease his roommate while he took advantage of the interruption 
to gather his wits. 


"Don't take her side. Oh, by the way! I brought something from the town that might help 
cheer you up." 


This definitely got Peter's attention. 

"What? What is it?" 

He was unable to keep still at the mention of a gift, and Tony knew it. 
"I got some peanut butter protein bars." 


And Peter almost pushed Tony off the bed to make his way into the kitchen. 


Should I Stay or Should I Go? 
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There were plenty of times when Peter would catch himself thinking back over that night. 


In all honesty, he had more than tried to neglect this memory, to consider it as mundane as 
any other, unimportant and unworthy of his particular consideration, he had truly tried. 
Though, here's the thing. 


Every time Mr. Stark would have a tactile interaction with him, no matter what, whether it 
was a smack on the back of his head when Peter screwed up or got too annoying, a hand on 
his shoulder or on the back of his neck when the boy was entitled to a private lesson in the 
lab, fingers in his hair when he was particularly docile, you name it, then, Peter felt like a 
puddle. An organic mass devoid of reasoning and unable to think properly - that's what would 
happen. He tried to fight it, he really, really, tried. But here he was, subject to that phantom 
sensation Tony's hand had left on his cheek that night. 


It had happened a few weeks ago, though. A memory already supposed to be distant but still 
managing to make its way into the teenager's mind. How could he forget? 


Sighing, he brushed the curve of his lips with his own fingertips as he watched his reflection 
in the water-filled bucket between his feet. He mused about it again, and again, and... again, 
because he couldn't move on. Not yet; probably never, in fact. He couldn't really blame 
himself for that. Human contact was becoming so rare, so desired. Peter was just greedily 
accepting whatever his friend was willing to grant him. 


Friend, huh? 


Pie. 


He thought again of that precise moment when their faces had been so close, Tony's hand on 
his face, his thumb gently touching his cheekbone, and then the next instant when they had 
almost- 


Christ. 
More sighs. More irregular and erratic. 
He was almost there. 


His body was shaking so badly, and the boy knew he was doomed to take another shower in 
order to get rid of that fresh film of sweat. He moaned in frustration, he moaned because he 
was feeding so desperately on the memory of Tony and his lips almost pressing against his, 
so devoutly, so energetically that he was on the verge of guessing what they tasted like- oh, 
god. 


He came silently, biting his fist. 


Peter left the bathroom a few minutes later only once his mischief was accomplished, making 
sure to tiptoe through all his walk so as not to be noticed when his cheeks were probably still 
looking red and guilty. Hell, it was most certainly all written in the depths of his eyes. Tony 
used to read him like an open book, there was nothing he could ever hide from him. Tony had 
eyes everywhere. 


Speaking of the devil... 


Peter poked his head into the lab to find the man asleep on one of the chairs at the center 
table, half-spread out on the glass surface and snoring loudly. 


If only he could have recorded this scene and thus proved which of the two was the snorer... 


Snorting, the teenager slowly made his way to his mentor's slumbering form and placed a thin 
blanket over his shoulders to protect him from anything that might interrupt the sleep he 
deserved. The man didn't even stir. So, Peter took a moment to contemplate this precious 
image, his heart already fluttering frantically deep down in his chest as Tony slept peacefully, 
oblivious to being the center of attention, oblivious to how peaceful and... genuinely beautiful 
he looked. It was a sight to be admired and savored, something Peter would love to have the 
chance to witness every single day until the last of his life. 


He and Tony. That was the only parameter required to fill in the picture of his dreams - he 
needed both of them for that, alive. 


And as this thought took shape in his mind, the boy couldn't help but notice - acknowledge - 
the pronounced dark circles under his savior's closed eyes. Two dark, unmistakable bags, 
witnesses of the debt he owed to Morpheus. 


With this came a pale, ashen skin tone, and cheeks which were only slightly starting to 
hollow out. 


Peter's hand brushed over Tony's dark hair, hesitant. 


The constant fatigue on this face was the only stain on his dreamy picture. And Peter knew 
all too well what the source of it was. 


Clenching his fist hard enough to whiten his knuckles, the boy felt a stream of anger travel 
through his veins. It wasn't fair. Tony was the last person in this world who deserved such a 
fate. But so was the effect these damned expeditions had on him: exhaustion, episodes of 
depression, stress, lots of stress, and anxiety reaching the point of anguish at times, resulting 
in nightmares. What was the next step? It could only be predictable considering the weeks, 
months it had been going on. Someday was not going to be like any other, and Tony would 
not be coming back alive - he sensed that, no matter how many times the man had reassured 
him about it. It wasn't right, or normal, or healthy, or okay, or... 


Damn it, it couldn't go on. Peter looked at Tony, his savior, his mentor, his best friend, this 
person to whom he owed everything from the clothes on his back to his life, and the anger he 
had initially felt moments earlier began to boil in his system. This was not acceptable; he 
would not tolerate it. 


Another expedition was planned. 


The fifth. Or was it already the sixth? It didn't matter. It was always the same thing in the 
end: Tony would soon be leaving to risk his life and health for a few cans of beans. 
Everything was already ready for the big and usual departure; everything was already packed 
in his big bag. It was only a matter of hours, maybe days, before Peter would be sharing the 
bunker with only his own shadow for company, only a tiny fraction of time before Tony 
would be away, alone, fighting for survival out there in a radioactive winter, right where the 
boy did not want him to be. 


With his fingertips barely touching the man's dark locks, Peter stared absentmindedly at the 
expedition backpack that waited quietly in a corner of the room, lurking in the shadows, as if 
mocking its owner's fatigue. Peter loathed that ugly bag. It was always the last thing he saw 
before the outer door of the airlock shut behind Tony. A horrible sight. 


He remembered every occasion when he could watch his savior prepare that damned bag. 
Always the same ritual, the same supplies, the same trivia. By now, Peter knew them all by 
heart. He could tell which protein bar Tony would rather have on his trip, he knew where the 
knives were hidden deep inside the pockets, he knew how many batteries for the lamps were 
tucked inside, he knew where to find the map and how to use it, and... and suddenly there 
was a "click" in his head as a new idea anchored itself. 


It came out of nowhere. 


One moment he was looking at Tony, lamenting his impending departure that was already 
causing him so much sorrow, and the next moment a dangerous, reckless, and stupid idea 
sprang up in his brain, invading his thoughts, racing its way to his heart, which propelled it to 
the rest of his body until every cell was fed with it. In a flash this hesitation became a 
temptation, then an obsession from which he could not turn away so easily. In fact, the 
teenager realized he wasn't even trying; he was staring at the bag, blankly, and it was 
obvious. He knew what he had to do. 


It came out of nowhere, the boy hadn't woken up this morning with this perfect, concocted 
plan, ready to act on his friend's back - definitely not - but for sure Peter felt that this was 
more than a suicidal whim, it was a pure and honorable thought, he solemnly swore. 


He merely wished that Tony would understand what had driven him to this point. 


Inhaling deeply, eyebrows furrowed with a resolute and confident air, Peter picked up the 
bag. Ouch. He hadn't imagined it to be so heavy. How could Tony carry it with only one 
hand? What was he made of? Iron? Swallowing a groan of discomfort, he crept up the stairs 
after one last look at the still snoring man. 


Should he stay or should he go? 


He scribbled a short note on his notepad and tore off a page - Peter abandoned the paper on 
the bedside table adjacent to Tony's bed, aware that there was no time to waste and that he 
had to act as quickly as possible. He didn't even want to try to imagine what would happen if 
his roommate woke up and caught him sneaking out. But he was doing what he had to do. 


Should he go or should he stay? 


As anxiety began to fizzle in his belly like the start of a fireworks display, hot air escaping his 
nostrils with every sharp breath, Peter remembered to take one of the two walkie-talkies with 
him. They might be ineffective for long-range contact, but they could still be used from one 
radio to another, Peter made sure of that. With this he and Tony could continue to 
communicate despite the distance, which was almost enough to allow the boy to leave for this 
adventure with peace of mind. Almost. The excitement was there, married with fear. His 
hands were already shaking as he did a quick check of the contents of the bag, which was... 
frankly ridiculous. He wasn't even in the airlock yet; he wasn't even out yet... 


Should he go or should he stay? 


Next, he came face to face with the main door of the bunker. The same door he had dreamed 
of passing through hundreds of times during his sojourn here, the door he had tried to open 
when he woke up, in vain. The big iron door that had been hindering his way out for all this 
time. 


It was so unfamiliar and surreal. And silly, remember, Peter, it was silly. What he was about to 
do was probably one of the biggest foolish things he'd ever done. It was scary. 


He was almost startled when the door opened when he pushed the big red handle. But that 
surprise was soon replaced by the urgency of discretion - Peter couldn't afford to make any 


suspicious sounds. Not so close. Thank God the door didn't creak despite its impressive 
thickness. Only a sinister draft whipped across his face as the darkness on the other side was 
revealed. For a moment, nothing. Merely a macabre silence. The boy swallowed, unsure, 
intimidated. And then the room lit up. 


There he was. The decontamination chamber. 


Without wasting another second he slipped inside and closed the door behind him, trying to 
find out if there was any kind of manual locking system - a lock, or whatever. Anything that 
would give him time to get dressed and exit. 


But as he searched, his small hands skimming every attainable inch of the metal of the door 
in front of him, a "click" echoed, followed by an automatic, male voice: 


"Lockdown complete. Maximum security." 
Oh. 

That was scary. 

Should he go or should he stay? 


Well... maybe it was already too late to think about turning back. Much like this room, his 
fate was probably just as sealed. 


Peter took a deep breath to gather as much courage as he could. This was the moment he had 
so long waited for... and yet he couldn't bring himself to rejoice at the turn of events. He 
couldn't. In his dreams this was not how he would end up leaving this shithole; it was always 
hand in hand with Tony, both of them together, and he could feel his friend's proud, 
reassuring gaze with him. In his ideal they were a duo. Peter knew better than anyone that 
things tend to go wrong when they can go wrong, yet this adventure was already looking 
bitter. The feeling of betraying the man who had taken him under his wing did not leave him 
and it was atrocious to support. So soon Peter felt a ball getting stuck in his throat 
accompanied by a heavy weight in his guts, a terrible burden. Guilt. Why should he be guilty 
when he knew what he was doing was right? 


Thoughts mingled as he carefully unhooked the suit from its rack, holding it as if it were 
made of glass. Nonsensical, parasitic thoughts that soon started to be meaningless and 
contradicted each other wildly just because Peter couldn't ignore what he was leaving behind. 
Nor was he blind to the responsibilities he carried on his meager shoulders. 


Who did he think he was to replace Tony? It was insolent and pretentious. 
What was he going to do when he was up there? It wasn't even considered yet. 
Where was he going to go? It was too risky. 


What would Tony think of him? He deserved any judgment. 


And so it went on, without respite, without pause, without a moment's mercy as he tried to 
put on the suit, his fingers more hesitant and trembling than ever. He noticed ancient traces of 
blood on the white fabric of the outfit and the boy gagged. What was he thinking? 


The boots were too big for him, his little feet were almost swimming in them. It wasn't 
comfortable, but he forced himself to tighten the laces and the various safety elements to 
immobilize his ankle - it was imperative to exclude any chance that his skin might come into 
contact with the atmosphere. Peter knew this. He had learned it, and he had watched Tony so 
many times. 


It was good. He was remembering. He could survive. And with his own encouragement with 
which he tried to stifle any other dark thoughts, Peter slipped on one leg, then another, and 
then an arm- 


Boom boom boom. 
Three brutal bangs against glass in chorus with the frantic beating of his heart. 


Peter turned around, his mouth parted and his eyes as big as saucers. They got even bigger 
when he saw Tony's angry red face against the window of the main door, his fist pressed 
against the cold surface. 


"May I know what the hell you're doing?!" the man roared vehemently, hitting the glass once 
more for good measure. 


Busted. 
He looked really angry. Furious. 


This room was partially soundproofed. When Tony would be in the airlock, ready to go out or 
back in from an expedition, Peter could hardly ever hear him from the other side. But he 
could actually catch the sound of his roommate's muffled voice, giving him a tiny idea of 
how angry he was to be able to pull off such a feat. 


That was scary. 
"I'm going to ask this once: drop the damn equipment and get back here. Immediately." 


His breath got stuck in his throat. Tony was offering him a chance not to make things worse, 
a probably unique chance that he would be wise to take. It was tempting, Peter couldn't deny 
it. But he couldn't. Right? It was too late. 


Even if he decided to go back obediently... Tony would never let him forget it, and his 
temerity would be all for nothing. 


Tony would one day be able to forgive him - Peter couldn't think of another scenario. 
"I'm sorry." the teenager mouthed, just before returning to his previous task. 


Boom boom. 


"Are you fucking serious right now, Peter?!" He heard the man shout. 
Boom. 
"Hey! Don't ignore me when I'm talking to you!" 


Peter did so anyway. Looking at Tony's face was too painful for him to afford to sustain his 
glare. 


Today, it was his turn to go out. 


While Tony barked whatever he could to convince the boy to step out, his fists pounding on 
the door unceasingly, Peter focused on the suit, discovering its weight as the fabric gradually 
enveloped his form, becoming familiar with the presence of the bag on his back, pulling up 
the large ventral zip to the base of his neck for the first time. Secretly, Peter was quivering 
with excitement. It was hardly noticeable behind the fear and apprehension, but it was there. 


"Peter! Enough!" 


Enough? No. Certainly not. This was only the beginning. He still had to see the outside world 
with his own eyes - he'd viewed it enough through his savior's descriptions, now it was his 
time to find the remnants of their old world. 


"I swear to god- fuck, Peter! You fucking brat! Don't make me come to you!" 


Peter held the helmet between his palms, taking a moment to observe his own reflection on 
the visor. 


Boom boom boom boom boom. 


He couldn't believe it was real. Did Tony always feel this euphoria when he was about to 
leave this place? It was incredibly intense, like his heart could explode at any minute. The 
comer of his lips stretching into a faint smile, Peter was about to place the last piece of the 
suit on his head when the banging against the metal of the door ceased. 


"Okay, that's enough. F.R.I.D.A.Y, unlock the airlock for me." 
"Wha-" Peter gasped. 

"Right away, boss." The melodious voice of the A.I. declared. 
Click. 


Tony grabbed firmly the handle and opened the gate; the creak made the younger man's blood 
run cold as he stood there absolutely petrified with shock and stupor. He didn't even have the 
energy to try to flee - where to, anyway? Here he was, cornered and caught red-handed. No 
words he would be able to formulate could get him out of this situation. 


What was going to happen? 


More by instinct than by real reflection, the boy took a big step backwards as Tony strode 
towards him, his eyes dark as nothingness, his frame more intimidating than ever. It looked 
like his shadow would soon engulf his whole self in a blink of an eye, so, naturally, Peter 
backed up a little more, and a little more, before the wall prevented him from fleeing further. 
Tony, however, was coming. 


It was at the moment when the man suddenly halted in front of him that Peter distinguished 
more vividly than usual the height difference that separated them, centimeters which felt like 
meters. Their torsos almost touched, obliging the boy to lean his head back to have a chance 
to look Tony square in the eye. 


"Sir..." his tiny voice said, sounding breathless - there wasn't enough oxygen between them, 
where was it? 


"Shut up." 


Like an uppercut to the stomach. Peter flinched, almost feeling the blow. But it was only 
words. 


"You ungrateful runt..." Peter's eyes flicked to Tony's tense - trembling - jaw, and he felt his 
neck tingle at the sight of the twitching muscle. "I can't believe you- fuck. Fuck!" 


Boom. 


Not against the glass this time, but right next to the head of the shaking boy. Peter was pale. 
He wanted to disappear. 


Tony looked like he had so much to say, so much to spit out, his whole being was burning 
with a stormy rage, ready to catch fire or explode. Futilely, Peter tried to decipher the various 
emotions shining in his savior's glare but gave up when he discovered confusion, pain, and 
anxiety. Something about it made Peter feel awful for trying. 


"I... S-sir, it wasn't... please..." 
"Please, what? Huh?! Don't bother, I've seen enough. Take off the suit." 


An order that left no room for discussion, Peter understood it immediately. With trembling 
hands, he obeyed. What else could he do? He tried so desperately not to burst into tears as 
Tony paced furiously, giving him a cold, unforgiving look here and there. It was hard to 
breathe, and even harder to see clearly through the curtain of tears that veiled his eyes. Peter 
really only wanted a shovel so he could bury himself in the ground, as far and deep as 
possible to have a chance to escape this toxic atmosphere. This wasn't the way it had been 
supposed to happen - it wasn't what he had wanted. 


For Peter, it was already out of the question to wander outside. 


He barely had enough time to remove the equipment before it was ripped from his hands; 
every gesture Tony made was cold and harsh, enough to dissuade Peter from any attempt at 
argument. 


"Thank you so much for not using my stuff in my bunker. As if that's a hard rule to 
remember." 


"Please don't take it that way...I didn't mean any harm." 


"No, you didn't. You don't know anything about this world. When was the last time you used 
that little brain of yours, hm? I wonder." 


"You don't have to be cruel! I was trying to-" 


"Let me have a wild guess. You were trying to help me, weren't you? You, kind and selfless 
Peter Parker, have weighed the value of your services and judged that I needed your 
intervention. That's what happened, am I wrong? Let me give you the answer: I hit the nail on 
the head. You are so predictable, I fucking knew I couldn't trust you." 


Ow... 


Words as sharp as a razor blade. Peter brought a hand to his chest right over his heart, feeling 
it pound, pound, pound, feeling the dawn of a panic attack gripping him. It hurt. 


"It's not fair, it's not what it looks like, I-" 


"Don't. I know all too well what you're going to tell me. You thought you were going to go 
out and be a hero, make yourself useful and have your moment of glory, but you are lying to 
yourself. Let me tell you the way it really is, kid: it wasn't about me, or us. It was all about 
you. Just you. You saw an opportunity to sneak out and you took the first chance to stab me 
in the back! There was nothing heroic about what you were about to do - I know what a hero 
looks like, and you're not even close!" 


More devastating words. Peter hadn't suspected that Tony could hurt him further without 
even touching him. 


"You did all this for yourself, cause you're just a kid who only thinks about disobeying! 
That's why I hate kids, Dammit!" 


"That's not... don't, please..." 


"What, you don't like to hear the truth? That's pretty bold for a little thief like you! It's too 
late to play innocent, kiddo. You're only sorry you got caught. You wanted to fulfill your 
delusional dream of leaving this bunker on the pretext of caring about us - about me. I'm not 
going to be your excuse to kick the bucket outside, don't count on me to do that." 


Briefly, the teenager thought about how quickly he had made the decision to risk his life on 
an expedition, just a few minutes back in the lab. 


Decision... a big word to relate to a reckless move, isn't it? 


What if... 


What if Mr. Stark was right? What if a part of him was just eager for an excuse to leave the 
shelter? 


The thought brought a new wave of anxiety to the young survivor, but he couldn't think about 
it for another second; Tony grabbed him by the arm and dragged him out of the 
decontamination airlock, back to home. Without really knowing why Peter began to struggle 
and resist. 


"I don't want to!" 
"You're going to stay here, and I don't want to hear from you again." 


He wanted to plant his heels in the ground to anchor himself and resist, but Tony was way 
stronger and his feet slipped on the tile floor of the kitchen area as he was getting dragged 
across the room. 


"Get off me, old man!" 


"F.R.I.D.A.Y, honey, keep those doors closed for me, will you? Keep them closed until I get 
back. You're only authorized to disobey this order in case of internal danger requiring 
immediate evacuation, got it?" 


"Roger that!" 


Until he gets back? Oh god, Tony was about to leave. He was in no condition-he'd been 
asleep just five minutes ago... Peter thrashed and struggled with more fervor if possible, 
shouting his irritation, his fingernails clawing at the man's hand. 


"You have no right to hold me here!" 


"You're ungrateful, stupid, and suicidal." Tony spat as he guided - threw - Peter onto the 
couch. "Didn't you hear what I said last time? Doesn't that count for anything?" 


"Stop pretending I'm a fool, you're probably worse than I am!" Peter yelled, tears streaming 
down his cheeks. "What you said only made me think, you see! I have... I have something to 
lose too!" 


Tony froze for a moment in front of him, surprised. 
"Me too... I too can lose you..." the boy added miserably, his voice a mere broken whisper. 


It was almost painful to admit it out loud, though liberating. But at this point Peter couldn't 
hold it in anymore, it was beyond his strength. Tony had to understand... he had to know. 


Tony, who looked more divided and torn than ever. He was nervously biting the inside of his 
cheek and his fists kept clenching and unclenching, ready to speak, ready to do something, 
and yet suppressing himself. Peter couldn't take it anymore. He was so tired. 


Finally, Tony turned on his heels, and guessing his intentions, the boy immediately grabbed 
his wrist. 


"Don't go..." he pleaded - the only thing he could do, the only thing his heart dictated. 
A beat. 
"I don't want to be alone..." 


He didn't want to spend another week without him fearing the possibility that he might never 
return. It wasn't human to live with such uncertainty. 


"I need you." 


Tony sighed as his shoulders drooped. For a second, he closed his eyes, looking old and tired, 
then he slid a hand to the back of Peter's head to pull him closer and press a long kiss against 
his forehead. The boy didn't fight the sudden, unexpected attention, a mere whimper leaving 
his mouth at the touch of Tony's soft, warm lips against the moisture of his skin. The kiss was 
almost pleading and desperate, feeling good, and horrible at the same time. Peter would have 
liked this bitter moment to last at least a tiny fraction of the time during which he could have 
savored this rare intimacy that was worth more to him than the prospect of ever being 
outside. 


When his savior stepped back, their foreheads were pressed together. 
"I will protect you until my last breath, ma petite colombe. We'll be together until the end." 


Their eyes met, bright, confused, lost. Tony added, " I will return to you." Just before he left . 


It took the young survivor a few hours to realize that Tony had not taken his walkie-talkie 
with him on the expedition. Maybe he had forgotten it in the rush of the moment, or maybe it 
had been a deliberate action, but these or other explanations were not enough to relieve him 
of the searing pain with which Peter spent his long days. 


Without the walkie-talkies it was like returning to the old time of the first expeditions where 
he had to live alone without any news from anyone or anything. A torture that he was forced 
to repeat - few other options were available to him, anyway. 


So, to serve his sentence he fulfilled his daily tasks, as meticulous as a programmed robot, as 
cold as an emotionless statue, washed out of hopes and feelings, he waited, just breathing 
enough to survive since that was his mission. Peter lived, but without Tony everything was 
strictly bland. He still had to go on. It was expected of him - even if it seemed beyond his 
reach and strength. So Peter lived, because his heart was still beating in spite of his will, he 


waited for time to pass and become a thing of the past, he longed for his other half, hoping to 
see him come back to him. 


On the eighth day, the boy was once again sitting alone at dinner. It was a sad sight, one he 
had witnessed all too often, but this day was special in that his apathy had begun to dissipate, 
thus giving way to a deep concern for his absent friend. 


Expedition after expedition, the days had dragged on before Peter could expect to celebrate 
Tony's return. First three days, then four, six, and now eight days - eight days without hearing 
from him and imagining scenarios, and that was only understandable as the man ventured 
further and further into New York and its environs. It was supposedly a good thing to expand 
their field of exploration and be able to perfect their map of the New World... but the 
journeys were getting longer and longer in a significant way; time that Peter endured alone, 
time where Tony risked his life. This very thought was the worst of all. It kept coming back 
to torment him, haunting his mind until he was morally exhausted, until he was nothing but a 
miserable human mass, a lonely being drowned in his sorrow and loneliness. On the eighth 
day, the emotions returned, including fear, that good old terrible fear. 


On the eighth day, Tony returned. 


"Sir...?2" was the only sound the boy could emit as he watched his rescuer through the glass of 
the main bunker door, his rescuer hurrying to remove the equipment to jump into the hot 
shower and bask in the decontamination gases. 


Of course, no answer. However, that was the last thing on Peter's mind at that moment. 


He pressed his hands against the cold glass, eyes focused on Tony's naked body. Almost 
instinctively he could tell something was wrong, something stirred in the pit of his bones. 


Something was wrong. 


Peter watched the way Tony used the wall in front of him to support his weight, fingers 
scraping the concrete of the wall as if it were the only thing keeping him from collapsing. He 
noticed the persistence with which his hands, arms, and legs trembled, making him think of 
the dying leaves of an old tree under the assault of the wind, and above all he could not miss 
his excruciatingly pale, ashen-looking face. 


Peter didn't realize that his own hand had made its way to the door handle until he tried to 
open it and was stopped short by Tony's dark and threatening glare. Clear message. 


Don't. Get. In. 


With his tail between his legs, the boy reluctantly decided to give his roommate some space. 
He hated it. But since when did he have any choice within these walls? All he could do was 
wait and bite his nails, eyes at the door, waiting, fearing, wondering... As for Tony, he stayed 
in the decontamination chamber for a while, long minutes that served to feed Peter's 
insatiable appetite for anxiety. Really, Peter could only think the worst and look for an 
explanation to what he had just seen. This was his only focus until the door opened to reveal 
Tony, still naked, soaking wet, voice wheezing as he tried to catch his breath; the man stared 


straight ahead with glassy eyes barely conscious and lucid, and before Peter could question 
him Tony stepped into the room. His feet were trailing and he was staggering terribly, so the 
boy rushed to his side and led him to his bed where he eased him to lie down. 


"Tony! What's wrong with you? Are you... are you sick?" 


Seemingly driven by fever, Tony tried to sit up repeatedly. His gaze was unfocused and wide- 
eyed, a strange mixture of panic and lethargy as his hands gesticulated haphazardly in front 
of him, oblivious to his surroundings, oblivious to Peter who took them gently between his 
own. 


"Hey... can you hear me? S-sir...?" 


Though it was only for a brief second, their eyes met and a glimmer of recognition shone in 
his savior's pupils. And, almost as if it had never happened, Peter caught a glimpse of two 
blue irises staring back at him. 


Then Tony bent over and threw up dark blood that splashed onto the cold floor of the bunker. 


His Blood 
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Red was the color of the blood that diffused in large clouds in the bucket inside which Peter 
rubbed his hands. Red that was coming off his soiled skin as he scraped it with his 
fingernails, slowly, lethargically, his mind barely with him in this action, somehow still lost in 
the past and the recent events that had led him into this situation - having to purge himself of 
this blood that was not his. 


Tony's blood. 


Red that should be flowing through his friend's warm veins rather than lost forever in the 
pipes of the bunker. 


Red in stark contrast to the pristine white of the young survivor's skin. His eyes couldn't tear 
themselves away from this disturbing and so strange sight, it was hardly to be believed. Peter 
wondered if he was still in shock, or maybe he was just exhausted. Trying to disassociate 
himself from what had happened earlier was challenging. 


The vomiting had subsided in the course of the night - Peter could not forget the sight of what 
had seemed like gallons of blood gushing out of Tony's mouth, long reddish trickles and 
lumps mixed with bile and his saliva, mingling with the black of his unusually sculpted 
beard. However, Tony currently remained weak and feverish. In the tiny moments when he 
had managed to open his eyes, the mechanic had barely used his voice, a voice so frail and 
hoarse, damaged by the repetitive onslaught of barfing. Tony had never been awake enough 


to have a real conversation or even talk about what had happened to him, what had brought 
him to this state somewhere between life and death. 


Peter, well... he was doing what he could, when he could, and when he thought he could. In 
concrete terms, he wasn't doing much of anything useful. It was only about convincing 
himself that he had a role to play. 


With his hands clean, now red only because he had abused them too much, the teenager took 
with him a bucket filled with clear water, previously boiled, in which a tissue was floating. 
He went to the bedside of his suffering and unconscious roommate and watched Tony for a 
few moments with a pervasive feeling of helplessness. 


A selfish thought crossed his mind as he began to run the cool, wet glove over the man's 
forehead. As he brushed away the beads of sweat, Peter hoped to get some kind of reaction... 
he hoped Tony would open his eyes and struggle against the coldness pressed on his feverish 
skin, that Tony's hands would catch his wrists and he would be able to hear his voice, even if 
waking up meant pain. He hoped to see his friend's beautiful dark eyes again, those two black 
pupils which intimidated him as much as the first day, two pretty marbles which could guide 
him, dictate to him what to do. Did this thought make him someone dependent? 


Eh, maybe... 


The thing was, Peter didn't object to that - not anymore. What was a man when he was all 
alone anyway? What was a man when he was sad, and alone? 


He gently passed the cloth down Tony's neck, then over his torso, which rose and fell with 
the shuffling, steady rhythm of his breathing. A sheet that Peter had taken care to put on him 
covered Tony from the waist down, mindful of his intimacy. Peter continued like this for a 
while, silently wiping away his savior's sweat, caressing his warm skin with the sponge 
wherever he could, and the tissue became his hand touching Tony's face, stroking the 
sleeping features, pushing back the hair stuck to his forehead, discovering this proximity. But 
no matter what he did Tony would not wake up, his efforts and prayers were in vain. 


"You big idiot..." Peter whispered as tears began to sting his eyes. 


It was so abnormal to witness Tony so weak, beaten and reduced to a shivering, sweating 
mass by an unknown disease. The worst part was being helpless to the desolate sight that was 
stomping on his heart. 


"Hey, Fri?" 

"Yes, Peter?" Came the soft, soothing voice of the artificial intelligence. 

"Can you... I don't know, can you try to figure out what's wrong with Mr. Stark, please?" 
"Certainly." 


For a few seconds there was only a sadly familiar silence which haunted the bunker, the same 
kind of silence there used to be when Tony was on an expedition and Peter was underground 


by himself. Except this time, Tony was there. Still, the boy felt alone in the world. Everything 
was wrong. 


Was this... his punishment? 


"Scan completed. I'm detecting moderately dangerous radiation contamination from the boss, 
possibly due to radioactive exposure in the absence of protective gear." 


Closing his eyes, Peter distinctly remembered Tony's voice listing the effects of radioactivity 
on organic tissue - hours spent teaching him about one of the deadliest hazards constantly 
hanging around them, the burden that had completed the near extinction of mankind. Peter 
was aware that their lives were on constant reprieve, each of their choices was a deadly risk 
and death waited night and day at their doorstep ready to reclaim its due. He knew what 
terrible consequences the air outside could have if breathed without protection, Tony had 
never failed to warn him about this. 


He'd known since Tony had staggered back to the shelter what had happened; it was bound to 
happen eventually. 


"Christ." 


He stroked Tony's raspy cheek, sniffling loudly and stubbornly holding back tears as if the 
man would somehow know if he broke down, which was something Peter definitely couldn't 
let pass. Now was not the time to give in, not yet. It was tempting more than anything, tears 
were already remarkably numerous flooding his lashes, a sob hanging in his throat, but he 
held on. Peter looked at Tony's unconscious face and held on. 


If the places had been reversed, then Tony would have undoubtedly known what to do; Tony 
always knew everything. So, Peter drew on that brilliant, rational mind to fuel his courage. 


Objectively there was not much the boy could do at that moment to make a difference. [IIness 
had already struck Tony. He mused about what had occurred, about what had led his 
roommate into this miserable state. Peter naturally ruled out the possibility that Tony might 
have made a mistake at some point outside. He did the same for the idea that Tony could had 
been negligent in some way - it wasn't like him at all. It drove him to recall the conditions 
under which they had last seen each other before his friend left on his expedition. 


Peter's rash decision which had almost pushed him out of the bunker, the feeble struggle for 
the equipment, followed by Tony's hasty departure. 


A succession of scenes that Peter had been replaying in his mind over the past nine days. 


The suit... was it possible that somehow Peter had damaged it? Had he inadvertently caused 
all this? 


His gaze darted to the few bloodstains that dotted the mattress, and the vivid memories of 
bloody vomit, blood on the floor, on his hands, on Tony's chin, on his sick and tired face- 


"Oh, fuck... fuck!" 


Peter buried his face in his palms. There it was. The shame was there too, supported by guilt 
and self-loathing. Oh, he felt it. 


"Tony!" He cried earnestly, tears testifying to his pain running down his overwhelmed visage. 
"I'm so sorry, Tony. I didn't mean to, I... I swear. It's not what I wanted, s-sir, I..." 


Everything had gone wrong because he had failed to obey. He had thought he was doing the 
right thing - an innocent thought that had turned into punishment for his only friend, his 
savior. 


More helpless than ever, Peter took Tony's hand between his own, squeezing desperately, 
kissing the knuckles in terror, tasting the nauseating prospect that this might be the last time 
in his life he would ever speak to his hero. 


"Please, Tony, I'm sorry. It's all my fault. Forgive me... please, you must stay with me, you 
must hold on... please..." 


There had to be a happy ending, it had to be written somewhere. What was the point of a 
story if its ending was only pain and sorrow? What was worth so much suffering? 


Peter wanted to be free of that bunker, that was true - that was a fact. He wanted so badly to 
get out of this place. But... the truth was that more than anything else in this half-dead world 
he wanted them to live together for a long time. Long, so long. Healthy, safe, happy, and most 
of all, together. It was a lot to ask, it was a little too fanciful and idealistic. Maybe even 
delusional. 


But as long as he was with Tony, it would be okay. It was the only possible happy ending. 


Somewhere in the approach of the next day's zenith, Peter realized how exhausted he was. 
The sleepless hours were painfully accumulating and becoming debts to his poor deficient 
body and mind, debts that were taking their toll on him every moment as his eyelids grew 
heavy. At some point, not even coffee would help. Frequently, he would slump in his chair 
near Tony's bed, before suddenly being startled awake, a second before falling somewhere on 
the floor or onto Tony's sleeping form. He therefore decided to occupy his hands and thus 
change the IV; the bag whose liquid was pouring into the man's veins had the role of keeping 
his roommate hydrated at all times. So, checking those was his mission. 


Ephemerally, Peter smiled. They were small gestures adapted to their survival that Tony had 
taught him. Once again, everything was leading him and his knowledge back to his savior. 


Tony had shown him, and now Peter was replicating his every move by heart, brave enough 
to know he was making the right decision, and wimpy enough to hesitate when it came time 
to prick Tony's pallid skin. F.R.I.D.A.Y. whispered instructions and advice to him - a few 


words of encouragement that was a perfect support for Peter's worried soul. And as the 
needle penetrated a vein in the crook of Tony's elbow, the boy felt the muscles twitch under 
his grip. His fingers instinctively tightened the man's arm as his gaze traveled to Tony's 
sleeping face. 


A few movements, followed by a sigh. 
"Ow." 


Truly, hearing that one syllable was as relieving as having the weight of a mountain lifted 
from his shoulders. Peter could have cried, for a second he thought he would, but the tears 
were outweighed by a tender laugh from him. 


"Don't be such a sissy." 


Tony didn't answer - not right away. His eyes remained closed and his features relaxed, 
causing Peter to wonder if he had actually been dreaming. But then his savior's lips parted 
once more. 


"You ungrateful brat. Don't you feel any shame in bullying your poor, old mentor with 
needles?" 


And to think that Tony was the one who used to call him 'Drama Queen’. It was ironic. But 
Peter could only smile fondly as his hand went to caress Tony's cheek, who still hadn't 
opened a single eye. Peter touched his face as naturally as breathing was. Tony didn't protest. 


"No, no shame at all. And be glad I cleaned up all your vomit, I could have left that gift for 
you when you woke up." 


"Don't talk to me about puke," Tony grunted, his face turning whiter for a brief moment. "I 
feel like I might be able to puke my guts out of my own body." 


With a compassionate grin, Peter brushed his thumb over his savior's cheekbone. 


"Yeah... I have to admit that was impressive to say the least. I didn't think a human being 
could vomit that much." 


"Let's ban 'vomit' from our vocabulary for now, shall we?" 
"Sounds good." 


There were actually so many words that Peter would have liked to banish from their daily 
lives, horrible words synonymous with doom. "Apocalypse", "death", "survival", 
"radioactivity", and, hell, "expeditions". He would give so much to live one day without these 
burdens. One day spent with Tony, just him. Oh, it was probably corny and naive, maybe 
even a little silly, but it wasn't doing any harm. It was a pure and sincere wish. 


His hand still rested on Tony's slightly hollow cheek. Under his fingers, the stubble tingled 
against the pulp of his skin. Since the sensation was not unpleasant, Peter sought for more. It 
was innocent, simply innocent. Again, Tony didn't object. 


For a second, Peter looked at his friend's cracked lips. 


"Hey, by the way..." Tony coughed, a faint frown tensing his still half-asleep visage, "Guess 
who brought home canned peaches? Hm? Guess who's a god." 


That was all it took for a blissful smile to spread across the boy's face. 
"Canned peaches? I love those!" 

It was the closest thing they had to fruit: sweet chunks coated in syrup. 
"Yeah, I know. That's why I brought some home." 


Tony couldn't see the tears dancing in the young survivor's eyes, but Peter could feel their 
tingle. Soon he could taste them on the corner of his lips. He thought about the fact that this 
expedition had lasted longer than the others. 


"You risked your life to bring me some candies?" 


"Mmh. No. I just looked for them and found them because I knew they would make you 
smile." 


With that, Tony cracked one eye open - a familiar brown eye. They both smiled. "See," the 
engineer whispered, his voice lower. "There it is. I was right. Beautiful." 


"Oh, Tony." 


Peter leaned forward just to be closer to Tony, close enough to feel the heat coming from his 
skin against his face. Meanwhile, the man twitched forward - trying to get closer, too, to be 
with Peter as much as his tired, aching muscles would allow. 


"You know... I... I..." Peter began, licking his lips and fidgeting in his chair. He hesitated. 
"Forget it." 


I always thought you didn't like me. 


Tony was silent long enough to make Peter think he had fallen asleep. But suddenly, almost 
as a Start, the man asked one last thing. 


"Your vitamins... did you take your vitamins?" 

"Are you still worried about me, old man? I'm not the one who's bedridden-" 
"Did you take them?" Tony cut him off. 

sO) coe 


Surprised, Peter found himself searching his memory for the answer. So much had happened 
in one night. Had he taken his pill? He honestly couldn't tell... maybe? However, Tony drifted 
off to sleep before the boy had a chance to answer. 


Peter stayed with him for the rest of the day, checking his temperature from time to time, 
monitoring his IV, wiping the sweat off his body, and occasionally kissing his forehead when 
the pain seemed present enough to be audible through Tony's breath. Little nothings which 
kept the darkness at bay, good for them both. 


Late at night he allowed himself to slip away to the lab and fiddle with the talkies, as usual, 
aimlessly, without really knowing what he was doing with his hands. It was only time to 
spend and a mind to distract. Peter only took one break many hours later to empty the 
decontaminated bag that was waiting in the airlock; and as promised, he found the canned 
peaches. However, he had no intention of starting the meal without his precious roommate 
even though his heart throbbed with gratitude. Without Tony, everything would be bland on 
his tongue. 


He had lived alone long enough to know that. 


When Peter was about to head back down the stairs, he heard a cough that made him 
immediately run back up, almost racing to his friend's bedside. 


"Hey, you awake? Are you going to throw up?" He asked hurriedly, his hand already seeking 
blindly the bucket at the foot of the bed. 


"you're damn loud..." 

A new coughing fit, hoarse and audibly painful. Tony noticed the bucket and shook his head. 
"I don't need it. Not anymore. I don't think I have much to throw up." 

Peter suppressed a grimace. It was a sight he was happy to dodge. 


He diligently watched Tony as the man seemed to struggle to sit up first on the height of his 
elbows, then in a more stable position. So little effort had caused him to run out of breath, 
and although his cheeks had regained colors that belonged to the realm of the living, his body 
was still glistening with sweat; he was as wet as he had been when he got out of the shower. 
Drops trickled from his neck to the curve of his pecs while others rolled down his belly 
where they followed the undulations of his divinely sculpted abs, a vision all the more 
bewitching as the sheet that covered Tony's lower half descended over his hips, following the 
movement as he sat down. Peter swallowed; his throat instantly dry. 


Tony was apparently aware of his insistent gaze, considering the teasing smirk that appeared 
from nowhere on his face. It was already too late to feign innocence. 


"Enjoying the view?" 


Peter blushed, without much surprise. But what could he say? Lying was not an option. 


After almost losing his only friend, Peter could no longer feel shame. So... he nodded, albeit 
shyly, and confessed. 


"That... you're alive. I mean... if I can look at you, then that means you're alive." 
And his heart was beating so fast, fast, fast. 
"So, yeah... I was enjoying the view." 


He didn't miss the amused look on the engineer's face as he shook his head. "You little 
pervert. I'm going to call a lawyer." 


They both laughed in unison; nothing more to say, no tension intruded on their air. Thus, 
another weight was removed from the young survivor's shoulders. He felt lighter, more 
confident - much more. It was euphoric, new and dangerous, but Peter could not get enough 
of it. 


That very same confidence that fell into his socks, suddenly non-existent as soon as Tony 
casually rose from the bed with no regard for his utter nudity. If before the prospect of seeing 
Tony bleed to death on his return from the expedition had blinded him to everything else - 
including the third arm dangling between his roommate's toned thighs - well, that was 
certainly not the case anymore. He didn't even have time to prepare for it or consider shutting 
his eyes, one second Tony was in his bed, and the next he was up and naked, walking around 
the bunker as Peter stared at him, dumbfounded. 


Yep, too late, he'd seen him in the buff. Yep. It was done. Wow. He could forget about it now, 
couldn't he? 


It wasn't as if it was the first time. 


Tony mentioned in a grunt his need to pee just before disappearing into the bathroom while 
Peter was still getting over the sight that was warming his cheeks. Just forget it, Peter, you 
know how a dick looks, right? Forget that picture. Forgetting was what he did best. 


Too bad Tony Stark's dick was something unforgettable. 
Uh, he really shouldn't think about it. That was extremely inappropriate. 


"Y-You shouldn't get up so fast...you were out for a long time." Peter stammered as he played 
nervously with his fingers, still petrified in his chair right next to Tony's now empty bed. 


"That's precisely why I'm up." The man retorted from the bathroom. 
"That's not reasonable! Whatever... If you need help, yell." 

"To piss? I can hold my prick by myself, I'm a big boy." 

"Jesus, you know what I meant! Don't twist my words!" 


"No, I don't. Care to explain?" 


"Uggh, whatever. Don't forget to brush your teeth. You reek." 


Tony was back. 
Alive. 


Fundamentally, that was all that mattered to Peter - it was the only prayer he had chanted for 
hours and hours, again and again, hours of grief and guilt. 


Tony was breathing. That was enough. Peter couldn't be more grateful than he was. Their 
story could have ended drastically, in a terrible way that the young survivor had always 
refused to consider. But Tony was breathing, and his heart was beating, and his blood was 
still in his veins. 


They did not talk about what had happened before the expedition. Nor did they talk about 
what had driven the man into such a deplorable state - Peter silently concluded that he had 
indeed had a hand in the drama, just as he had assumed. Maybe Tony didn't want him to feel 
guilty about it, or he was just too tired to discuss it. To tell the truth, Peter wasn't so sure 
anymore, himself a victim of hardly negligible fatigue. What needed to be said would be said 
later, he guessed as he rolled over on his mattress, clutching the blanket between his fingers, 
then rolling over again. 


His mind was restless, his thoughts jumbled. Tony still hadn't returned from his trip to the 
bathroom, and Peter wondered if he should go check just to be sure. He strained his ears, 
attentive to the slightest sound he could perceive, sensitive to the slightest vibration of the 
ground and the air, somewhere still concerned about protecting his friend. He had been the 
guardian of his life for a whole night and more, it was delicate to let go of this task and focus 
on his own needs. Exhaustion wasn't enough to send him to dreamland, nor to divert his mind 
from Tony. 


Tony. He would see him again every single time he closed his eyes, the one and only image 
his brain could conjure up behind his eyelids. It was just him, again and again. His dark stare, 
his signature smile, his deep voice, and he could still remember the warmth of his hands 
between his. Sweet memories. 


Peter wasn't sure why he was obsessively replaying his savior's face in his tired mind instead 
of using the last hours of the night to sleep. Oh, he did have a theory or two about it, silly, 
nonsensical ideas that were probably light years away from reality but were there nonetheless 
and colonized his thoughts. Peter exhaled loudly and turned to face the wall, chewing 
nervously on his lip. It was dumb. It really was. Couldn't he just close his eyes and move on 
to the next day, where everything would be different and forgotten? He tried again, 
unsuccessfully, and frustration mingled with his fatigue. 


Just when he thought of the possibility of bawling his eyes out to relieve some of the tension, 
he heard Tony come out of the bathroom; Peter didn't glance over his shoulder in spite of the 
crazy temptation to have his eyes on Tony, but once again his attention was devoted to every 
decibel the mechanic emitted. Bare feet against the cold concrete of the floor, coming closer, 
a slow, calm breathing that Peter wanted to match his own - which he did without realizing it. 
Then, when he expected to hear sheets rustling as Tony got into his own bed, something 
unexpected happened. 


He was too stunned to think of pronouncing a single syllable as he felt his mattress sag 
behind him. A body came to press itself against the curve of his back, a deliciously feverish 
mass. Peter instantly felt the intoxicating warmth even through the layers of his clothes, same 
for the arm wrapping around his waist. 


Unexpected, that was all Peter could think about. This situation was not supposed to happen. 
Tony in his little bed, next to him, willingly, and that arm hooked around him. 


Tony was naked, and yet completely glued to his back, shamelessly, without the slightest 
thought of lying or hiding. God, he smelled good... their soap had nothing to do with it - it 
was just an odorless block with which they washed their bodies and hair. The sweetness he 
could breathe was Tony, him, his whole being, his body, Tony invading his nose, his lungs, 
and every cell in his body, everywhere, all around him. Peter shivered, and the arms around 
him instinctively tightened in response as warm lips were pressed against his shoulder, 
followed by his neck, again his neck, again, and again, fuck, again, and that spot just under 
his ear. It felt so good. 


But what better way to ruin the mood than to think about the fact that Tony had almost died 
just a few hours earlier? 


Peter couldn't just feel good - he couldn't allow himself that luxury for more than a single 
minute. Maybe it was another punishment for trying to leave this place and being responsible 
for what had happened to Tony, but tasting new pleasure and experiencing these new 
emotions led him to imagine what it might feel like to lose all this. His mind was dragging 
him to consider the worst and anticipate the end before even enjoying the journey. 


Fuck, Tony had almost died. He'd almost lost the one and only thing that made him happy in 
this radioactive world of death and ashes because of a stupid whim. 


"What are you thinking?" The engineer muttered over his shoulder, his eyebrows furrowed in 
concern. 


"Nothing... it's nothing." 
"Don't lie to me, douce colombe. I know you." 
A kiss on the side of his jaw, and it was enough to break the boy's barriers. 


"I almost lost you." 


Yeah, that was a good way to ruin the mood. But Tony didn't part away from him, nor did he 
reprimand him. There was only a hand which briefly stroked his hair, and a caress over the 
soft skin of his stomach. 


"I know. These are things that happen, and probably will happen again." 
Peter whined. "I don't them want to." 
"I know." 


His fingernails scraping against Tony's wrist, Peter did it again. He thought back to the worst 
that could happen, what he could possibly lose. 


"Living used to be normal and taken for granted...but...it's no longer a way to perceive reality, 
we can't afford such a fantasy. You and I know that, kid. If we want to live, we have to fight, 
it's a merciless struggle with no room for error." 


He hesitated, heart clenched. A gentle kiss against his locks of hair gave him the courage he 
needed to make the words travel from his heart to his tongue. 


"I want to fight with you. I want to live, live with you." 

Forever. 

"Then be with me. Cover me and have my back. I trust you, no matter what." 
"You always leave me behind..." Peter sniffled woefully. 


"I don't want you to be a sword or a shield, Pete. Your life is so much more valuable than 
that... but I can do it. I can do the dirty work." 


From his position, Peter could not see his friend's face. He would have liked to see his eyes at 
that very moment. 


"You want to fight for both of us... I understand that, better than anyone. But that's not fair, 
Mr. Stark. I... I should be able to decide for myself. I should be able to protect you if I want 
to, too." 


Little hot puffs of air against the back of his neck told him Tony was laughing. He might have 
taken offense if he hadn't recognized in his voice that familiar fondness that tended to appear 
more and more in their discussions. He might have taken offense, if only he wasn't so weak 
when it came to standing up against his favorite human. He could have taken offense, if his 
mind was anywhere but on the wandering hands hanging over his belly, fingers tightening in 
his shirt, keeping him close. 


"What am I, huh, if you're the sword and shield. What am I, what do I have left?" 


"Well. You're the treasure I have to guard." 


Peter wasn't sure where the courage that spread through his veins the way a fire would devour 
an entire forest came from, but he used it nonetheless to break free of Tony's delicious grip. 
Before he knew it, he was lying on his right side, facing him, facing Tony, his gaze meshing 
with his. 


They were so close, and yet Peter felt brave. Tony made him feel that way. So big and so 
small at the same time - God, he was so tiny compared to this man and those muscles. Tiny 
and vulnerable. Peter hated it. Peter loved it. But the idea of being his savior's treasure was 
something he couldn't just ignore, not when his heart was beating so hard, so loud, let alone 
when the air around them was fiery, maybe more so than the blood rushing to his cheeks and 
the tip of his nose brushing Tony's. 


The last thing Peter remembered was the stare of the engineer darting at his lips just before 
their mouths met precipitously in a twin accord. They shared a groan in unison. 


Both of his hands naturally found their way to Tony's face. His fingers, very delicately, very 
gently, touched the hollows of his cheeks - he noticed how they were now clean-shaven, 
smooth and soft. He liked that look on Tony. It had always made him devilishly attractive, 
now more than ever. 


And once he had established this point of contact with the man Peter ventured to experience 
this hurricane of new sensations that assaulted him from all sides. 


In one go, it was a lot for his young mind, a lot of information, a lot of touches, but the boy 
soon focused on the warmth of Tony's lips pressing against his own, and as Peter tried to 
mimic the same movements to match this strange dance, he realized that the kiss was like a 
light fondling on his mouth. Infinitely soft, and sumptuous, nothing abrupt. In fact, the kiss 
was almost chaste. 


Honestly, it was probably for the best. Already almost submerged and overwhelmed, Peter 
couldn't imagine what he'd be supposed to do with his tongue if that muscle were to enter the 
ball. 


But then again, Tony had the situation under control. Tony took care of him. 


His very first kiss, done. And it felt good, good, good. Peter kissed him back with all his will, 
maybe too roughly, and maybe he was messy and uncoordinated, but it only made Tony smile 
in their tacit trade. His experienced adult hands came to his hips to make sure he was docile 
and malleable to his liking; Peter trusted them, totally and completely, happy to be guided 
and to please. He tilted his head sideways to optimize this enchanting moment, gasping and 
whining occasionally as the air became scarce in his lungs while Tony was maintaining a 
controlled and slow breathing through his nose, unperturbed by the proximity or the face 
pressed against his. 


The young survivor wondered what Tony was thinking of him at this very instant as their 
breath mingled. Was he loving the present situation in its simplicity? Lips against lips, body 
against body, and the shadow of carnal pleasure experienced with another human? Or was the 
prospect of sharing something with, well, him, Peter Parker, something he desired as much as 
he did? 


Juvenile, inexperienced lips met expert ones, the contrast resulting in some clumsy moves, 
but it was mostly innocent. Peter couldn't get enough already, although he felt drowned. He 
curiously tested the rim of Tony's mouth with his own, eager to memorize its shapes and 
taste, and when he got an approving grunt he dared to nibble some flesh with his teeth, 
assuming it was a good thing to do. Again, it was only innocent and experimental. 


"Fuck, baby." 
Oh. 


With a strong push and a movement of the hips Tony was atop him, his whole body lying flat 
against Peter's. The boy remembered that one of them was naked. 


Oh. 


Eventually, they reached a point where Peter had to break the kiss to breathe - he couldn't 
figure out what else to do. His tiny nostrils couldn't take the sudden carnal treatment, unlike 
Tony, who still seemed perfectly composed. His dark eyes were on him, and, without even 
thinking about it, Peter kissed him again, quickly, furtively, then one more time on the border 
of his lips because he was unable to resist the temptation when it was two centimeters away 
from him. 


"Wow..." was the only comment the boy was able to offer. 
"Yeah... wow." 


Tony was quickly back over his mouth, gulping down Peter's startled gasp before it could 
resonate between the bunker walls. Something warm and slimy slid all the way down his 
lower lip, something Peter guessed was Tony's tongue. All he wanted to do was breathe, and 
it was on this particular occasion that the saliva-coated muscle snuck into his mouth, 
penetrating his insides and invading that place for the first time in the boy's life. Peter thought 
he was going to explode, or maybe die. The tongue was so warm against his, surprisingly 
soft, there was no other sensation like it. 


With red spreading across his cheeks, Peter wished he could find a way to respond as 
assuredly as Tony was. But his body just kept shaking, and making tiny, terrified, blissful 
whimpers. 


He felt that tongue in his mouth snaking everywhere it could and colonizing everything it 
could reach, pressing against his teeth and tickling his palate; Peter tried to approach it with 
his own, awkwardly and timidly, and was gratified by a languid, flat caress against his 
tongue. Both muscles entwined, two twins meeting. 


"Mmh..." 
He had to breathe, he had to breathe, he had to breathe- 


Tony was all over his mouth, devouring him, tasting him until he bared his soul, discovering 
everything about him, and just when Peter thought he was going to pass out from pleasure the 


man tore away from him. 
"You alright, kiddo?" 


Something seemed off about that nickname, especially after what had just happened between 
them. However, Peter preferred to ignore the issue. Everything was too confusing to focus on 
the details, it turned out that his main concern was rather the naked body above his of which 
he could feel every muscle against him. 


"Y-yeah... that was, uh... that was great." Peter said. 


Tony hummed in agreement, his hand fluttering close to the teen's face as the back of his 
phalanges grazed the bone of his jaw - a gesture that was gratefully accepted and savored. 


Little was said after that. 


A few other kisses, a few smiles, a caress on his cheek... it was far more than words, and 
that's what accompanied Peter into the arms of Morpheus when the tensions disappeared 
along with the anxiety of the previous hours. 


He could panic about that kiss later. 
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Among the many elements of the former world whose lack had been sorely felt, music was 
undoubtedly high on the list. A remarkably valuable ally that had long been missing from the 
survivors' dreary daily lives. 


This detail - although at first seemingly trivial, and in reality, much more terrible as the 
weeks and months went by - was settled as soon as F.R.I.D.A.Y was counted among the 
occupants of the bunker with Peter and Tony. Once again, this artificial intelligence had 
proven to be particularly helpful. Brought with it was a lot of relevant information to their 
everyday existence, a bridge between this bunker and what was presumably left alive outside. 


But for regular days, days when they needed to live instead of surviving... well, music wasn't 
a thing to refuse. 


Tony would always be the first to grunt when Peter demanded a song, but he would also 
always be the first to sing and dance once the notes settled in the space around them, once 
they were bathed in a melody other than the hum of the ventilation. His Mp3 player had long 
since given up the ghost, which made him just as dependent on the speakers as Peter. 


Thus, music was being played through F.R.I.D.A.Y., aggressive sounds that seemed to please 
the man despite the high decibel level which Peter struggled to bear without grinding his 
teeth. Led Zeppelin, he had innocently asked right before Tony rolled his eyes and went back 
to burying his nose in his notes, grumbling something incomprehensible. It was loud, almost 
painful to his sensitive ears, but the young survivor couldn't care less while he was allowed to 
work with his roommate on frequencies that they had picked up in France a few weeks back. 
He could endure anything as long as he had this precious chance to be near Tony. 


And although these signals they had captured were certainly not the first ones since the 
beginning of the End, although they knew it was just a spurious artifact that would get them 
nowhere, not now and not ever, they both pretended happily. In a very special way it was 
good for them. By mutual agreement they did the usual procedure and tried to decode the 
numbers they received, they wanted to explain the inexplicable and find their human brothers 
and sisters lost somewhere in the world, because that was and would remain their mission. It 
was not their first disappointment, nor the last, but they did as if - together. Together in the 
lab, and they were dancing with the music enveloping their deception. 


Tony, with a dance step of his own, found his way to Peter and slid behind him, his hands 
soon on his hips while his undulated sensuously against his lower back, counting on eliciting 
that familiar warmth which never failed to appear when so little distance was existing 
between them. That too, it wasn't the first time that it was occurring... 


Charmed, the boy instinctively responded to this spontaneous attention that was entirely 
devoted to him. A faint smile stretched the corners of his lips as his tiny hands went to rest 
over the engineer's, guiding them higher on his waist to make sure they would wisely behave. 
But against Tony's mouth roaming the side of his neck, oh, he could do nothing. Tingles 
traveled throughout his body, a fire of happiness in his veins prompting his hair to bristle 
along his arms as Tony's hot breath lingered on a particular spot under his ear, burning, moist 
carbon dioxide on his skin that drove him mad and weak, atrociously docile. 


"Tony... mmh..." 


The mere sound of wet kisses along the column of his throat was enough to turn Peter into a 
puny, tremulous mass between the man's possessive claws. Briefly, he wondered if he could 
have collapsed to the ground if he hadn't found himself at that very moment surrounded 
between the central table and Tony's strong chest. A meager fraction of Tony's attention was 
all it took to make him lose his mind, perhaps even faster when Peter was held close in his 
audacious arms, when he felt deeply embraced and cherished. He gently moved his hips in 
turn, small wobbles against his roommate, at first clumsy and shy, then as assurance 
permeated his actions, he allowed himself to fully collide his butt against Tony's pelvis. Their 
bodies fit together like a puzzle, still as naturally and perfectly as the first time they had 
hugged in Peter's bed, many days ago. Clothes muzzled their common desire, yet they sighed 
with delight, before giggling together. 


When all of sudden Tony decided it was a good time to parody the lyrics of the song blaring 
in their ears, Peter couldn't hold back and burst out laughing. Sometimes, Tony was like that. 
Playful, and goofy, and silly, and so adorable. 


He was so different from the person he'd thought he'd met the day Peter had woken up here. 
"Come on, shut up, don't attack my poor eardrums." 


Hey, what exactly did he expect? It only made the mechanic chant louder and more 
vigorously. Peter struggled weakly within Tony's arms before resigning himself to giving up, 
still chuckling, still feeling his heart pounding, pounding, pounding in his breast. He tilted his 
head back to request a kiss, which he was accorded. 


The angle was new, but their lips married perfectly like two old lovers. The back of his head 
pressed against Tony's shoulder and the man's beard tickled his skin. It felt good. Maybe 
without realizing it they kept dancing together, slowly, their bodies swaying gently and in 
sync from side to side while their lips remained sealed. It looked like Peter had finally found 
a way to shut Tony up. 


Just as he was about to convey this teasing thought to his roommate, they were both 
interrupted by the feminine voice of F.R.I.D.A.Y. who never failed to fulfill her obligations. 


"Boss, according to my real-time analysis, I observe that you have reached your wattage 
quota for entertainment purposes for the day. From this minute on, using the speakers for 
music will be drawing on the reserves." 


Remarkably effective at breaking the mood. 

They parted with a sigh as Tony stared balefully at the ceiling. 

"Yeah, yeah... remind me to schedule an update for you. Purpose: make you less ceremonial." 
"Got it!" 


With that, the music was gone along with the magic. But it was okay, they still had each 
other. 


Peter quietly followed Tony up the stairs as the man headed off to use the radio for his daily 
checks. He sat at the foot of the bed, wide-eyed and attentive as Tony fidgeted with the 
antenna of one of the walkie-talkies. 


"Hello, hello? Is anyone receiving me?" 
Tony flicked a glance at Peter. 


"Hello, hello... one, two, three... My name is Anthony Edward Stark, I am a survivor of the 
nuclear assault that hit America on April 3rd, 2016. I have with me a boy, Peter Benjamin 
Parker, with whom I share a bunker in the center of Manhattan. Does anyone copy me?" 


Peter tried to avoid expressing his frustration when he heard 'boy'. After all this time, Tony 
refused to see him as anything but a dependent and fragile human; it was even more annoying 
and disturbing as their relationship evolved. The term now sounded a bit alienated despite old 
habits, and Peter didn't know if he should care anymore than he had to. Still, he wanted to be 
an adult. He wanted the word 'boy' out of Tony's mouth. 


For the next few minutes, he listened to the mechanic share a whole bunch of information 
such as their geographic coordinates, the radio frequencies their bunker was picking up, or 
various places he frequently visited on his expeditions in case of a beneficial regrouping. 
Nobody answered though, the radio didn't even crackle. It was just atomic nothingness, as it 
had been since the first day, as it had been last week, as it had been the day before, and 
tomorrow wouldn't be much different either. 


The only things they could hope to receive were only old, stereotyped, automatic signals lost 
to the world. The biggest transmitting station of the area had been turned off since the world 
went out, the concrete possibilities of communication along with it. 


They gazed at each other, disappointed, and neither of them said anything for a moment. 
Time persisted in showing them that their attempts at communication were futile, yet they 
kept trying. Tony said it was at least good for morale - good for Peter. And Peter never 
contradicted him on this point. However, after each disappointment would return to their 
daily train where they would survive without thinking about the contact they had never made. 


"Can I try the new cereals?" 


"The ones I brought back from my last expedition? Well, feel free to risk eating cereal with 
grapes." 


Peter hopped happily to the kitchen, governed by the call of his belly. "If I close my eyes hard 
enough, I can imagine it's chocolate chips." 


"Smart," Tony murmured behind him. "But also very desperate. Too bad you can't make 
chocolate grow like you make your radishes grow." 


"That would be great, though...can you imagine? All-you-can-eat chocolate, every day, as 
much as you want..." 


"Careful, you're about to drool all over the floor. I won't mop your mess." 
"I'd kill for some chocolate cookies right now." 
"That doesn't sound very legal to me, that story." 


Tony shook his head in a representation of what must have been deep deception, though Peter 
was barely looking at him, still fantasizing about various sweets he knew he'd never see 
again. 


"You know what else I miss? Dentists." 
For a second Tony looked alarmed. "Do you have cavities? Do your teeth hurt?" 


"No, I don't think so. But it wouldn't be fun if we came up with some without a dentist 
around." 


"Don't think about that." 
"It could happen, though." 
"So, brush your teeth properly every day if you want to avoid that mishap." Tony grunted, 


walking closer to Peter to catch his beardless chin between his thumb and index finger. 
"Show me your teeth." 


"Nooo." Peter refused, shaking his head, a deep frown creasing the skin on his forehead. 
"Leave my teeth alone." 


"Show them to me, come on." 
"I brush them every day, stop patronizing me! I'm not a baby!" 
"This is a mouth I kiss, let me control its health." 


With red spreading across his cheeks, Peter shook his head harder. "D-Don't say things like 
that, old man..." 


Tony finally let go of the matter, but not without placing a quick peck against his lips and 
flashing a winning smile. 


"When we get out of here, I'm going to tell everyone that you were a stalker who intended me 
harm." 


"Good idea, you should write a book too. You'll sell copies for chocolate, hmm? I'll get 80% 
of the shares." 


"That doesn't sound like a very legal arrangement to me." Peter parroted as he half-filled his 
bowl with cereals. 


"It doesn't have to be legal, as long as I get to be the richest man in the world again. Imagine 
the future headlines: Iron Man, the man who owns all the chocolate in the world, wrongfully 
accused by the young barefoot he rescued from death. I'll be a martyr adored by the crowds." 


"Stop dramatizing your life, it doesn't make it cooler." 


Pressing a hand over his chest, Tony let out an offended whimper. "You're a cruel person, 
Peter Parker. I didn't imagine you like this." 


Peter ignored him. "Would you like some cereal?" 

"So insensitive to my pain, so indifferent, so cold-" 

"Tony," the boy laughed, "Cereal, yes, or no?" 

"No." 

"Will you ever eat anything but coffee for breakfast?" 

"No." 

"Too bad for you, that'll be more 'disgusting' cereal for me, then." Peter gave a shrug as he 


shoved a spoon into his mouth, wincing when a raisin crashed and stuck under one of his 
molars. Huh... 


Really, that was gross. It was well past its use-by date, anyway, and maybe they weren't even 
raisins in that package. Maybe they were mutant cockroaches. Tony looked at him quizzically 
as the young survivor giggled to himself, amused by his own joke, realizing that he was no 
stranger to inedible breakfasts anyway. It was his entire childhood. 


Suddenly he heard Tony speak, his voice echoing far away as if he were hearing it from the 
depths of a pool - he was hearing, not listening to the words as his mind seemed to reconnect 
with a whole other moment. 


A fragment that did not belong to the present time. 


At some point perhaps Tony realized that Peter suddenly looked distracted, then alarmingly 
absent. But the boy didn't hear him calling; he barely felt the hand jarring his shoulder. His 
mind remained anchored elsewhere, with someone else. 


He could picture himself, many years back, many happy years, sharing a breakfast with his 
family. 


Aunt May. 
Uncle Ben. 


Frozen like stone, time both dead and incoherent between reality and memories, Peter relived 
forgotten moments that erupted from the depths of his heart, and while the faces of the people 
he cherished more than anything flooded his soul with love and warm memories, he was 
surprised to discover he felt oddly empty. 


There was no outburst of joy, no shouting or laughter, but only a strange emptiness mixed 
with an unexpected serenity. May. Ben. He could remember and name them, he could recall 
their features and the way they had educated him, small moments of their lives, an ice cream 
shared in a park, a tale told while he was tucked up in his childhood bed, a fire they had 
extinguished because the lasagna had been left in the oven for far too long. Millions of little 
details from the past filled his entire being. And most of all their kind smiles. 


"Pete? Hey, Pete? Can you hear me?" 


Peter blinked, looking as if he'd just woken from a very long dream whilst the engineer 
appeared in his view, worry lines marked on his forehead. 


"Kid? Are you with me?" 

"Uh-huh..." 

A large, warm hand cupped his cheek. "Peter, do you feel sick? Do you want some water?" 
"I... uh..." The boy peered around, unsure. Mostly confused. "I don't know..." 


"Do you want to go lie down? You want me to carry you? I can carry you, come on." 


As Tony was already on his feet, ready to lift Peter, the young survivor shook his head and 
sought to establish distance between them, weakly waving his arms in front of him. 


"No, no... I don't know... I... 


They were now both upset. But while Peter was confused, Tony looked ready to pounce on 
the boy to unravel the suddenly apparent mystery. 


"What's happened? Can you tell me?" 
"I don't know..." 
"Peter," Tony insisted with a low drawl. "I need you to tell me what's wrong." 


"I don't know..." Peter whimpered, lowering his head until he couldn't see anything but his 
feet. 


He sounded perhaps ready to cry, and that was enough to discourage Tony from persisting. 
Peter nevertheless glanced shyly in his direction. Two black marbles stared back at him, 
worried and caring. Uncertainty still gripped his gut, but it was those eyes he loved so much 
that were the key that finally loosened his tongue, though he felt shaken by the unexpected 
assault on his memory. 


Before he could even begin to speak Tony crouched down in front of his chair and their hands 
were intertwined. It infused him with an extra burst of courage as their fingers hooked 
together. 


"I... [ remember..." 
Silence. 
"You remember?" Tony questioned after a few moments, his full attention riveted on Peter. 


"My aunt... my uncle..." Peter sobbed tearlessly. "I remember them. My... my family, Tony! I 
remember my family!" 


Oh, that was fantastic. After all this time convincing himself that he would never recover the 
memories of the people he had loved in his previous life, it was almost surreal. Peter had 
given up on this happy perspective. He had resigned himself to forgetting the love of the past, 
the love that had accompanied him in his younger years. He closed his eyes and he could see 
them again. 


"I remember them... I remember them..." 
Words he repeated over and over like an incantation reflecting his intense despair and joy. 
"I remember them..." 


Peter felt a pressure on his hands; Tony was tugging at his fingers for attention. "Pete." 


"Can you believe it? I remember them..." 
"Peter." 


It was hard to focus on anything but this happy event. But Tony insisted, his hand grabbing 
firmly his chin. "Peter, look at me." 


"May... Ben..." the boy wailed, half a whine, half a blessing. 
"That's great, baby." 


Tony's voice was flat, out of harmony with the young survivor's overwhelming excitement as 
he struggled to remain composed. 


So many memories. 


Tony allowed him to weep upon his shoulder. Relief. Fear. Joy. Confusion. It was too much to 
handle alone, too much for Peter. So, Tony let him share these emotional burdens with him, 
for which the boy was extremely grateful, and he focused on the hand in his hair and tried to 
concentrate on nothing else but this, this incredible sensation, the precision with which the 
nails scraped his scalp, the shivers it was sending down his spine. 


Peter had spent so much time convincing himself that his past was lost that he had finally 
dismissed the possibility of finding his memories. But they were there - maybe not all of 
them, but they meant so much to him. A family had long been a lost dream. 


"Maybe you better go to bed and get some rest." 

"We just woke up..." Peter contradicted weakly, his nose buried in Tony's shoulder. 
"A few more hours won't do you any harm." 

Peter made only a soft sound. 

"Good boy. And don't forget to take your pill." 


Another sound left the boy's mouth, though his mind was still wandering through his old 
apartment with his aunt and uncle. It was a fabulous thing. 


Peter nevertheless heeded the engineer's advice and spent a few more hours lounging in bed, 
although it was unthinkable for him to fall asleep. The excitement was abiding persistently in 


his heart, vivid and overwhelming. 


Sensing this, Tony invited him to spend some time with him in the lab to distract his mind. It 
worked, for a while. 


Even though Tony teased him for looking like a child, Peter lay flat on the concrete floor and 
was lazily drawing in his notebook - it was the last pages he had left. 


They shared the room this way for what seemed like an hour or two before a completely 
unexpected topic was brought up. 


"What do you reckon about outside?" Peter asked spontaneously, chewing on the plastic end 
of the red marker Tony had brought back from his last expedition. 


The man blinked, noticeably surprised. 


Peter heard him inhale deeply - the kind of inhale before a long, Jong debate. Or when he was 
trying to stay calm in spite of an unfortunate topic. 


"What do I think about out there?" 
"You think there's still hope?" 
Frowning, Tony answered. "I do." 


Peter, though, didn't seem convinced, either by his tone or by the still vivid memories in 
which Tony clearly explained how giving up was probably going to be the wisest decision 
they could make. 


Here, hope was ephemeral. It came and went, and they had only to feed on it when it was 
there. But with the return of so many of his most important memories, Peter was confused; he 
no longer knew how to embrace this hope without it backfiring. He knew this after all: hope 
was both the best and the worst. 


"You're thinking about your family, aren't you?" Tony asked after a few seconds of hesitation, 
nervously playing with a screwdriver. 


Reluctantly, still hating being so predictable, Peter nodded. 


"Yeah, I'd do that too if I were you. It's a good thing you finally remembered that... it was 
almost beyond belief. Just goes to show that there are still some miracles even in spite of the 
circumstances..." Tony chuckled although the smile didn't reach his eyes. "But, Peter..." 


He cleared his throat to secure the kid's attention. 


"A future for us, for this world I mean, is still possible. We have to work on it and things are 
going to be long, awfully long, but, you know...it's about persistence and acceptance that 
we're going to get there. I just wish you wouldn't get the wrong idea. Now that you remember 
them... now more than ever... you might be tempted to hope for another favorable scenario." 


"What are you talking about?" Peter asked in a small, rumbling voice. "I'm not stupid, let 
alone irrational-" 


"I know. But that won't stop you from hoping and believing in your prayers if you put too 
much into it. Believe me. I'm just trying to keep you from any false hopes." 


"And may I ask what false hopes you are talking about?" Aware that the tone was rising, 
Peter tried to mask his annoyance and stifle his anger by putting more energy into his 
drawings - drawings that now looked more like meaningless angry scribbles. 


MPelet se 
"Don't bother. I know where this is going." 


It may have been cruel to use the drama of the situation and blame Tony just to have the 
luxury of resenting something - someone - but Peter was fighting his distress. The previous 
joy that had crashed down on him was metamorphosing into other radically less happy 
feelings. Peter didn't know what to do with that. He knew his hopes were foolish, he knew he 
had to remain rational, he knew what he had to do... and yet he was so angry. This was so not 
fair. 


"Pete..." 


"They're dead, all right, I know that. Spare me the lecture." The boy raggedly wiped the tip of 
his nose with his hand. "I'm fucking fine." 


Just because he remembered his family didn't mean they were alive, right? 
That reality hurt so much. 


But it was inevitable. Peter couldn't decide to let go of it, no matter how much he wished 
things were different, no matter how much he dreamed of another, more ideal, happier world, 
a world where the ones he loved were still close to him. It hurt. 


It wasn't just remembering Aunt May and Uncle Ben. 


It was reliving all those moments together and remembering love, it was sensing that 
kindness, their tenderness, and realizing that there was now only an ugly void left. It was 
remembering, only to realize that it was over and that he would never go home again, he 
would never see them. May. Ben. 


He remembered his aunt's burnt dishes, the fire extinguisher that Ben and I had to buy to 
protect themselves from her culinary disasters, he remembered the songs they used to hum at 
night in front of the TV, he remembered the restaurant they used to go to every Thursday 
night, the happy giggles again and again, the good days and the bad ones, so many memories 
in which Peter still felt the same deep affection. 


That was all over. They were probably dead. 


They were dead. 


"Why did I survive, Tony?" 
Slowly, he pushed himself to his feet. Mr. Stark carefully avoided his gaze. 
"Why, me, did I survive? Why me and not them?" 


Only then he could meet the helpless gaze of his friend. Obviously, Tony had no answer to 
give. There was nothing he could do, nothing in his power to ease the terrible grief that 
gripped the young survivor's heart. 


Tony briefly mentioned the state in which Queens was currently in. Like so much else in this 
world, there was little left to depict; Death had done its work all too well. Thus, Peter was left 
with only one thing. 


An ugly mourning. 

"I... I'll be right back." 

"Peter..." The man tried to catch up with him. 

"No. I need to cry." He didn't even have the strength to pretend anything else. 


He shook off the hand resting on his shoulder and stormed up the stairs. After which he 
sheltered in the bathroom, the only room in the bunker where he could find a semblance of 
privacy, the place where he could escape Tony's stare, a personal bubble that he so 
desperately craved. 


It was once locked up that he permitted his emotions to engulf him without any restraints. 
They were there, overwhelming him, crushing him until his eyes were raw and sore with 
tears. He was experiencing the full force of the pain caused by the tragic loss of people he 
had loved with all his soul. Remembering them meant having to face their death, 
acknowledging that he would never again have his family with him. Recovering some of his 
memories was actually not a happy thing. It wasn't a good moment. 


Amnesia was infinitely merciful compared to this torture. 


Naturally, Peter found himself praying that he would never experience this nightmare ever 
again. He preferred to live without it, without those fragments of his memory. It hurt too bad 
to have them back. 


He could now understand why Tony had constantly that tortured expression on his face, Tony 
who had never forgotten anything about his life before the bombardment. 


Tony had experienced loss - Tony knew that ache. 


How were they supposed to survive with such a legacy? Why did they deserve to get a 
beating heart under their breastbone when everyone else, all those who really mattered, were 
now nothing but disintegrated powder? 


These questions chaperoned the boy for countless hours; at night he retired to bed 
accompanied with the same thoughts, tasting their bitter taste on the hollow of his lips where 
his tears continued to crush in mass. 


He could have spent the whole night alone with them, more hours of crying, but as Tony 
climbed into his own bed, asking F.R.I.D.A.Y to turn off the lights, he heard his voice 
addressing him, kind and low. 


"Come here, kid." 


Peter couldn't tell if he would have rather been left on his own, or gratified by the comfort his 
precious friend could provide. 


In the end, he couldn't resist the request, let alone the opportunity to slip into Tony's arms, 
arms which hugged him as gently as they could, arms which shielded him from the world, the 
same world that had kept hurting Peter over and over again, relentlessly. A very special place 
where he felt special. 


Tony was well aware of his tears. Peter could not conceal them any longer. If possible, the 
arms wrapped around him even tighter and the boy allowed himself to squeeze his eyes shut, 
releasing two last tears that were absorbed into the engineer's shirt, just above his heart. 


Peter was astonished to discover that against all odds, he had succumbed to sleep; he knew it, 
because each time he had opened his eyelids he had discovered himself in a different position 
than the previous one. Sometimes snuggled up against Tony. Sometimes almost riding on top 
of him, drooling all over his broad chest. Sometimes lying on his back and on his newly 
established side of the bed - on the right - sometimes as a little spoon, Tony holding him from 
behind. 


He stirred as he felt the warmth of Tony's torso pressed against his back. Their bodies were 
leaning against each other full length with their legs tangled together and their hands tangled 
somewhere against the younger man's stomach. The room was dark, if not for the dim light 
coming from the bottom of the stairs - Peter could make out the lab screens from his position. 
But the darkness was no longer a problem for the boy, it only took him a few brief seconds to 
adjust his eyes to the shadows. 


"Awake?" Tony queried from over his shoulder in a hushed but lucid voice. 


"Mmh." Peter moved slightly, finding a more comfortable angle. "How do you know?" 


The small, warm puff on the skin of his neck told him Tony was laughing. 


"Your breath. When you sleep, you breathe slowly and... deeply. But you started breathing 
faster all of a sudden. That's how I knew." 


It was a more than logical answer, it was purely biological. Still, Peter was somehow 
beguiled by this rational explanation. Tony knew so many interesting facts. All kinds of 
things that could easily fascinate the teenager. He could have listened to him talk for 
hundreds of hours. 


Peter never roomed with anyone in the past... No siblings to share a room with, and no 
boyfriends or girlfriends to share a bed with. He didn't know that kind of thing, unlike Tony. 


In fact, in contrast to Tony... Peter had never known anyone. Well, as far as his memory 
would allow him to travel. He mused about it, and he couldn't remember anyone else's kiss 
on his lips but Tony's. No one else before, never. Tony was... Tony was his first, while Peter 
painfully knew he was certainly not his first. Tony had lived before him, that was for sure. 


Could they be the last, for either of them? 


The thought may have been selfish, but it made him blush nonetheless. Why had no one ever 
kissed him before? Peter didn't feel like he was unpleasant to look at. He certainly didn't look 
anything like someone like Tony, of course, but... but Tony said he was pretty. Was that only 
in desperation because he was the only one left, or was it a thought he really meant? 


"I can almost hear you mulling it over." 
"No, you can't." 


"Yes, I can. What's bugging you so much?" he felt the engineer's hands roam over his 
stomach in slow caresses. "Is it about your family again?" 


Swallowing a lump in his throat, Peter struggled to find words. "No. Not directly, at least... 
I... 1am thinking about my life before, you know? Of everything, and the people I might have 
known. I... I miss them all. All of them. Even the ones I don't remember yet. It's crazy, I 
know, but... I feel it. It hurts." 


Tony murmured his understanding as his lips wandered over the boy's shoulder. "No, it's not 
crazy. I understand what you mean." 


"Yeah?" 
"Yeah." 
"Will... will the pain ever go away?" 
"No. But you knew that, didn't you?" 


Shrugging, Peter sighed, "Yeah..." 


They lay this way for a little while without saying a word, with just a familiar hush. Neither 
of them seemed ready to go back to sleep. 


Peter put a certain amount of effort into trying to think of nothing but Tony's breathing which 
he could feel against his neck. It was still a new experience for the boy, but it was no less 
pleasant. Unconsciously, his entire body tensed to Mr. Stark, eager for his attention and 
warmth, which he got without reservation, almost instinctively from Tony. 


"Stop thinking." 
"T can't." 

"Yes you can." 
"Nah-ah." 
"Peter." 

"Make me." 


The hand over his hip hardened its grip. His skin was pinched between the man's fingers, 
making the touch painful - yet there was something more. It wasn't just painful, no. The 
position made it difficult for Peter to glance behind him, and the darkness only allowed him 
to make out the edges of their silhouette. Still, the boy could sense it. 


That tension. 


Peter could recognize it without a doubt, now. But while Tony seemed much more 
comfortable and familiar with it, aware of what he was playing with, knowing the effect he 
was having, the boy for his part was only at the point of discovery. There was something in 
the air all around them, among and between them, though he couldn't figure out what he 
should do with it. It just felt good. 


He waited nervously, curious to find out what Tony would decide for them. Trusting Tony. 


It started with a mouth on his neck at the base of his hairline, tickling the skin with the 
generously curved edges of his lips. The touch was so gentle that Peter might have missed it 
if his undivided attention hadn't been riveted on whatever Tony had been up to. But what he 
couldn't have missed, on the other hand, was the feeling of hands creeping up the front of his 
pants, feeling fingers intertwining over his crotch where the zipper was closed. 


"Tony..." 
"Shh. Trust me." 


What could he do against those expert hands undoing his pants? The button gave way under 
the finger action in an audible "pop," and the fly followed. There was no way Peter could fool 
the mechanic - no way to hide the bulge that was hastily growing between his legs. 


Tony had probably already noticed it, too. But then Peter noticed the firmness in his lower 
back, just above his ass. A solid, unmistakable presence. He didn't dare to question the man 
about it, or even think about what he was supposed to do. The thought itself was submerging. 
Was he even supposed to react? 


Peter was suddenly more aware of their proximity, of the way their bodies were fully 
squeezed together from head to toe, of the way their hands were unconsciously reaching out 
to touch each other, to clutch whatever they could... Jesus, it was awfully hot all of a sudden. 
Meanwhile, Tony's hands were everywhere. They were quick to tug at the hems of the boy's 
pants to get rid of them, and even quicker to roll up the top to reveal Peter's stomach. The 
muscles that Tony fondled twitched under the ministrations, which made the man smile. 
Peter, in parallel, let himself be guided, docile and calm, barely able to contain his 
apprehension, desperately trying to predict Tony's movements so as not to be surprised no 
matter when his hands touched him. 


A massive surge of embarrassment struck him just as he groaned when Tony wetly kissed the 
column of his throat, his tongue pressing flat against his jugular and slowly working its way 
up to his lobe. Where a fresh trail of saliva now resided, Peter felt his hair prickle as the 
engineer's breath purposely blew over it. And Tony kissed that sensitive spot once more, and 
once more his wet tongue ran over his skin as if he were the most appetizing of lollipops, 
licking it, nibbling it, loving it. 


It felt a thousand times better than any solitary hand job he could have enjoyed in the 
bathroom. It was significantly different, so incredibly better, so intense. That feeling was 
addictive. 


Peter himself was the one to take off the last of the clothes that were covering his juvenile 
frame - a gesture that was meant to be brave and prove to Tony how much he desired this, but 
was only allowed because the lights were off. It was easier that way, in the near darkness. 


Tony could see and discover his body with his bare hands. That's precisely what he did. 


Still processing the fleshy sensation of his nape being thoroughly devoured, Peter could 
distinguish rustling behind him as the mattress sagged slightly. Tony was getting undressed 
until they were both even, both naked and offered to the partner's eyes. He didn't waste a 
single second before coming back to cling onto him and Peter hiccupped as the man's 
hardened penis returned to nestle against his butt, nudging tentatively between the cheeks. It 
was deliciously warm. 


Deciding it was the right time to do it, Peter indulged the little voice in his head and rolled 
over onto his right side. It was far too dark to see his savior's features, but he could trace the 
outline of his face and put his hand on it. Tony mirrored the action. 


He couldn't remember who initiated the kiss, but it was dirty and toothy as soon as their 
mouths encountered. Peter felt just as lousy as the first few occasions, but his heart was still 
as hard at work, and his erection just as watchful for any attention it might garner from it. He 
kissed Tony amorously, thankful for having him by his side through this challenging journey. 
His mind broke away from grief and clung to whatever the engineer could offer him. 


"You are beautiful, so beautiful." Tony whispered against his lips. 
"You can't even see me." 
"I don't need that to know how sublime you are." Tony's lips crashed against his, hard. 


They made out for a long time, never getting tired of it. It was nearly a struggle to disentangle 
their tongues. 


"But you're right... I want to watch you. Fri, the lights." 

"No!" 

His shout startled Tony. 

"Honey?" 

Dear god... Peter could never get over hearing Tony call him such a pet name. 
"I... [don't want you to see me." 

He could almost guess the mechanic's raised eyebrow. 


"Why is that?" inquired Tony, the warmth of his hand gently running over the younger man's 
back. "Need I remind you that I've seen you in the buff before?" he added with a note of 
humor. 


"T wasn't even conscious the first time, it's not the same!" 
"Mmh, no, it wasn't. At that moment, I was saving your life. Now I want to have you." 


Peter wished he could dip his head in a bucket of freezing water to calm the incendiary blush 
that was settling on his cheeks. 


"I don't want you to... to think... well..." 
"F.R.LD.A.Y, baby girl, lights on." 


The boy had no time to object to the orders. The lights gradually came on. However, the 
room remained dim, just enough for them to stare into each other's eyes, just enough to 
perceive something other than dark faceless silhouettes. Peter unexpectedly found himself 
favoring that, even though a part of him was adamantly shy at the idea of Tony being able to 
peer at his body stripped bare in this manner. 


"God, look at you... you're gorgeous." 
Peter glanced down, furtively. He looked down at his own exposed body. 


His daily workouts were visibly paying off. He had witnessed himself going from a skinny 
kid to something he could qualify as sexy if he had enough courage to appreciate his 
metamorphosis to its fullest. 


It had cost him time and sweat, not to mention a fair amount of pain, but today he could 
contemplate finely drawn muscles on his belly. Nothing extraordinary, but Peter was 
nevertheless proud of it, of what he had achieved. Was Tony also appreciating the view? 


Well, Peter peeked down at the man's crotch and had his answer. 
Mr. Stark was huge. 


Peter wasn't even being subjective by stating that. He looked at him, and his mouth 
instinctively watered with saliva. 


"I guess you're really enjoying the show, then." Tony licked his lips slyly as the backs of his 
knuckles brushed up and down the boy's side. 


Enjoy? Oh, it was far beyond that. Peter was entranced. Seeing Tony in his birthday suit was 
an immense privilege in the eyes of the young survivor. If in the past he had been able to get 
glimpses of Tony's body, then it was nothing like what he was currently discovering, he had 
never admired him from that point of view. Nothing could be compared to this picture. Tony 
was perfect, from head to toe. Everything about him was beautiful. From the few silver 
strands of hair on his temples to the few rare moles dotting his body, from his infinitely dark 
eyes to his big, caring hands. 


And that majestic cock. 
He heard Tony laugh as he swallowed uneasily. "Don't be scared, it won't bite you." 


Peter blinked, realizing he'd been staring at Tony's erection for far too long for it to go 
unnoticed. 


"I'm not scared." 

"Good for you. Then, in that case... touch it." 
"What?" Peter felt his heart flutter. 

"Touch. It." 


Touch Mr. Stark? The request was straightforward, and yet he only stared at Tony with his 
mouth wide open. Peter didn't want to appear flabbergasted, nor intimidated, even less so at 
this precise moment. So why was his body petrified? Why couldn't he touch Tony's cock as 
he had dreamed dozens of times? 


"T- I can't, I..." 


Peter couldn't understand why those words were flying out of his mouth when the only thing 
he wanted to do was to pounce on the man and kiss him until their heads would feel dizzy, 
when the only thing he wanted to do was to touch him, to be touched, to feel Tony and know 
all about that forbidden pleasure. Maybe he didn't want to act overly thirsty either. 


But Tony's hand against his cheek eased his mind. 


"Hey, hey, hey... you don't have to if you don't want to. Am I going too far?" 


Peter's small hands grabbed the engineer's wrist, a desperate move to keep him close. 
However, one thing was troubling Peter. He had never really reflected on it before this day - 
before this special moment they shared in their bunker. Though it was new, and wonderful, 
though it felt perfectly natural... there was still a detail lingering somewhere in his mind. 


"No, it's okay. I'm... I'm worried about... y'know... being not good enough." 

No, there was something else about them. Something was wrong, wasn't it? 

"Nonsense. You're perfect." 

"But I-" 

"You. Are. Perfect." Tony interrupted him with multiple smooches and then a deeper kiss. 


Peter willingly let himself drown in this tsunami of sensations. The mouth of his roommate 
aroused in his docile body hundreds of small electric shocks which propagated in each one of 
his muscles. He accepted everything, he abandoned himself entirely to Tony's will. And he let 
the mechanic guide his hand to his erected penis. 


Both of them gasped as Peter closed his fingers around it. 
"Kid-" 
"Tony-" 


He knew the feeling of holding a dick. Peter was a man himself. He was familiar with what 
he was meant to do, he knew what his touch could cause. 


Still, there was this wonderful second when he had that feeling of encountering something 
brand new. 


There was nothing else like touching Tony's cock. 


Peter experienced its weight in the palm of his hand. The skin of the shaft was surprisingly 
soft, just as velvet would be against the caress of skin. The head was something else; 
smoother, darker. More influenced by his curiosity than the desire to tease Tony, he ran his 
thumb over the tip. He was fascinated to find a viscous fluid spreading under the digital just 
where the slit was. Tony quivered with delight. 


"That's it. Good boy." 
Their eyes met, eyes in which sparks filled with love and desire danced. 
"Keep touching it," Tony asked before pulling Peter into another kiss. 


And so, they kissed, and they kissed for a long time, without the boy thinking for a single 
moment of releasing his roommate's erection. Though hesitant, Peter wanted more than 


anything for Tony to remember this memory. 


Peter could have lost his mind when a hand - Tony's hand - wrapped around his penis. They 
continued to kiss, however, as the pressure was building. 


Eventually, Tony found a place on top of him without their mouths breaking for a mere 
second. It felt incredible to feel the man's weight on his body. More than ever, Peter felt 
protected, shielded with love. Yet... 


"Is it wrong?" 
"Huh?" 


"What we're doing..." Peter asked in a tiny voice as he nervously licked his lips, his gaze 
shyly searching Mr. Stark's for something trivial like comfort or a hint of encouragement. "Is 
it wrong?" 


Conflicting emotions crossed the engineer's face, yet he took considerable carefulness in 
choosing his words before answering the younger man's question. 


"Do you think we're doing something wrong?" 

Peter nodded though their hands were still exploring each other. 
"Isn't it supposed to be?" 

"What is?" 


Cheeks hot as if flames were licking them, Peter took a full breath until he could feel his 
lungs becoming distorted with air. He tried not to get too diverted by his boner trapped in the 
space between their bodies, even though it was painfully obvious that it was enough to make 
him tremble with pleasure. "You, me... I mean... we're... well, you..." 


"What, are you the type to wait for marriage? Far be it from me to pervert your pure 
devotion, young sheep." Tony chaffed almost ceremoniously. 


This made Peter laugh. 
"Tony... honey?" 


Testing the word was a stranger experience than he would have thought. The name weighed 
oddly on his tongue. However, Tony did not seem displeased by this. 


They kissed, only a quick peck. 


"I... I'm young. I mean... practically an adult, a-almost, but... you know... I can't help but think 
about how people might have perceived our relationship. You know? Before." 


Peter remembered the age of legal consent in their country - an age he had not yet attained. 
And, needless to say, he could remember society's view of age differences since love was so 


easily judgeable. Disgust. Revulsion. Anger. Denunciation. What was happening between 
them probably never should have happened, Peter mused, because the world before would 
not have accepted it. Never would have. He knew it, and he felt it. Their relationship included 
an undeniable prohibition. Only a few months ago, Tony could have ended up behind bars for 
the sole crime of resting his lips on top of the boy's. 


Peter, on the other hand... well, he was just in love. 


His judgment no longer had any notion of objectivity regarding what they were supposed to 
do or not do. He watched Tony and the only feeling he had was his heart drumming lovingly 
behind his bones, he was ready to do anything if his savior asked him to. 


"I don't feel bad about it." Tony replied as he caressed Peter's innocence etched face, his hips 
slowly moving back and forth to satisfy their burning desires through their chat. "I don't. I 
don't feel ashamed either, much less abusive. I'm doing this because I want to, and because 
you want it just as much as I do. Do you want it to stop? One word, and it stops. It's that 
simple, ma belle colombe." 


It was a moment Peter had long hoped for, even though the circumstances were extremely 
different from the scenario he had originally imagined. But here he was, listening to Tony tell 
him that he trusted him, that he trusted his decisions, his consent. He was there while Tony 
considered him a grown-up. 


"I'm not going to hurt you, Pete. Do you hear me?" 


The same caress on the side of his face; Peter had nowhere to hide but in the endless darkness 
of the engineer's irises. Oh, he was totally lost in Tony's embrace. His strong arms were the 
only thing keeping him grounded. 


"Baby, just say it. I need you to say it." 

"You're not going to hurt me..." 

A kiss on his forehead. "Good boy." 

"What happens if I want this to continue? I don't want it to stop." 


It was like pulling a trigger. Tony's large hands invaded his small body the next second. 
"Then I'm going to fuck you. Here. Now." He brought his mouth close to Peter's ear. "In our 
bed, in our house." 


His hands, everywhere. His lips, everywhere. 
Everywhere, everywhere, everywhere. 


Tony found his place between the young survivor's hairless legs, and it was just right. Peter 
had only one request lodged in his oral cavity: more. Lucky he was that the man would grant 
him that favor. 


"I'll take care of you like a queen." 


Oh, the prospect pleased Peter more than anything. These were words that Tony solemnly 
respected. Not for a second did the boy feel neglected. Not once did the wish to end this stage 
of their relationship cross his mind. Peter felt mature, beautiful, and loved. 


The first finger to penetrate his flesh surprised the teenager. His body naturally tensed in 
response to this sudden intrusion, and Tony was prompt to reassure him. Kisses, kind words, 
and even more petting. He accompanied Peter in the process of relaxation and the birth of a 
dizzying pleasure. 


Then, more fingers invaded him. The man thoroughly studied his every reaction as Peter 
discovered the adult world, their eyes would meet relentlessly, and they would smile. 


When they were finally united, Peter found himself desperately clinging to Tony, arms 
around his neck and legs locked behind his back, with his nose buried in the crook of his 
neck moaning as much as his voice would allow, trying to get even closer if he could, to have 
more, more, and more when his virginity was now only a memory of his past innocence. His 
body clenched around Tony's huge cock, begging him to stay, trying to keep him close with 
every thrust, inside him, already addicted to that pressure deep inside him in his warm 
entrails 


"Peter, baby... you're amazing, I can't believe I have you." Tony gasped next to his ear as the 
bed creaked rhythmically. "You'll see... it's going to be perfect, you and me. Just you and me. 
Forever and ever. I'll take care of you. Ah... Together, we'll repopulate the world. We are the 
future." 


Lost in his orgasm and perhaps only half conscious, Peter frowned. 


There was still something wrong, wasn't there? 
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The walls around them were shaking so powerfully that it was reasonable to assume that the 
floors were in motion, all roaring dramatically until total chaos reigned. The lights flickered, 
sometimes illuminating the occupants of the bunker, sometimes plunging them into full 
darkness, incessant flashes reflecting the same frenzy imbued in F.R.I.D.A.Y.'s clipped and 
uncoordinated voice. 


"Boss, new waves-... Coming-...more-...tremors-..." 


It was barely as if they could discern her voice through fear and the rumbling. It felt like the 
end of the world - all over again. So, they clutched each other tighter. 


"Hold on, Pete, hold on!" Tony encouraged, his mouth somewhere against his dense, curly 
hair. 


He wasn't going to let go, ever. 


"Tony!" Peter called out as a particularly loud crash sounded near them; it was too dark, and 
the situation was too confusing for the survivors to pay much attention, although the boy felt 
shards of glass being blown onto his legs. 


The earthquake was dragging on. More dust rained down over their heads as furniture 
shuddered and chairs toppled over in what seemed to be an eerie symphony. At most, Peter 
could recognize his own howls of terror, and Tony barking orders at his AI, their bodies 


rocking back and forth in rhythm, fingernails tugging at their skin and fingers clawing so 
hard at the fabric that the clothes were tearing with complaints confounded in the hellish 
rumbles. They held on desperately because it was the only thing they wanted to feel until the 
end. 


This was not the first time. But then again, earthquakes were rarely this frequent and violent. 


Enslaved by this sheer, natural strength, Peter could only bathe in the dreadful apprehension 
that the ceiling might collapse above them, that morbid image of being swallowed up by the 
ground and debris of their home, of the long minutes when perhaps they might still be able to 
hold their breath until they had no air left to remain conscious. Would they feel the pain in 
their last moments? Would they feel each other leave? 


The prospect made the teenager sob. It was horrible. Just the mere thought of witnessing the 
death of the man he loved was far more painful than facing the massive seism that was 
ravaging their bunker. So much worse. 


Fortunately for them, today it wasn't Peter or Tony who died, but the earthquake whose 
tremors dulled almost as suddenly as they had appeared, bringing fear and destruction with 
them. The light returned while they were still firmly embraced on the floor. It took them a 
good minute, however, before they allowed themselves to stand up and inspect the damage all 
around them. 


A thick fog of smoke and dust floated in the lab, making the air dense and uncomfortable to 
breathe. Everything that had been on the tables was now on the ground, broken or 
miraculously whole, many tools in the middle of the glass, a lot of glass with wood debris for 
what used to be furniture; Peter guessed that the same sad picture was painted for their living 
room and kitchen. 


The earthquakes were calamities. 


A spontaneous punishment which was sent from the bowels of the Earth just to take more 
than they had already lost. 


Their eyes came to cross in the middle of this chaos. 
Just like that, they burst out laughing. 
"Well, fuck..." 


"I couldn't have said it better!" Peter chuckled as he nervously played with his hands to keep 
them from wobbling like hot jelly. Adrenaline was still coursing through his veins, and it was 
going to require more than a laugh to convince his body that he wasn't about to die. 


The emotional roller coaster down here was rough on them, but that was the way they lived. 
"I could have bet that Hulk was jumping rope right above us, that was insane, dude!" 


"Don't put that image in my head," Tony chided, holding back a chuckle. "Eh, too late. I'm 
picturing it now." 


"Is that worse than imagining Hulk utterly naked?" Peter added with a hint of mischief. 
"Don't! Christ, you're indecent." 
"Am I?" 


"Oh, yes, yes you are, don't look at me with that faux innocent air, you're a little pervert and 
that's all we shall have to remember about Peter Parker. It's a sad story." 


"I like it though," Peter twitched his lips as he approached his roommate, wiggling his hips. 
"A story written by Anthony Edward Stark, with no dramatic fibs. Very worthy of you." 


"It's too late to make me the villain of the story, you little pervert, I've seen that true face of 
yours and I know who you are. You're the evil character who wants to get the hero, the sicko 
who acts in the shadows and who only serves to bring tragic twists to the plot." 


"You're not going to drop that lie, are you?" 


Tony placed his hands on the young survivor's narrow hips, pulling him into a slow dance. 
"No lies here. Only the ones in your mouth, sweetheart." 


"That's what a liar would say." Peter insisted, his eyes locked on the engineer's stretched lips. 
"You okay?" 


They blinked, realizing that a moment before they were praying to escape Death's clutches. It 
was almost funny how they managed to get up and forget. As it happened, the list of morbid 
incidents they had faced grew sadly longer as the months passed, and seldom were the 
catastrophic scenarios that could still surprise them. Again, this was part of their dismal daily 
routine. The only choice they had was to accept it. 


"Yeah, I can... er, I can taste the plaster on my tongue." Tony grunted with a grotesque 
grimace, with his nostrils comically flaring and a visible crease between his eyes. 


"Me too... it tastes like when you tried to make biscuits out of cereal." 
"Don't bring that up again." 

"It was horrendous." 

"You said we would never talk about it again." 

"I'm having, like, micro flashbacks, I can't help it. I'm the victim here!" 


"You're being dramatic again. See? You're copying me. Is it because you admire me, or 
because you don't have a shred of a personality? Hm? What answer can you give me, Pete?" 


"I don't copy you!" 


"Yes, you are copying me." Tony insisted with a slight frown. 


"No way." 

"See? You're doing it again." 

"How?!" Peter chuckled. 

"By being a stubborn little shit." 

"Which part is supposed to come from you? The little shit or being stubborn?" 
"Brat." 


A peck on the lips the next second, followed very quickly by another one. They couldn't get 
enough of it. Tony pressed his forehead against the younger man's and they stayed that way, 
eyes closed, breathing slowly, long enough to regain their senses. It was reassuring to be back 
in the familiar quiet of the bunker, though Peter used to hate. 


"Are you okay?" Tony asked in a low voice, his breath tickling Peter's lips. 
"I'm fine." 


They didn't need to hear anything more than those words; it was nothing more or less than 
their little ritual to compartmentalize this kind of event that came to disturb their peace. 


As they parted, Peter saw Tony's smile disappear with disturbing speed. "What's that?" 
Peter had a confused pout. "What?" 
"That. Show me." 


Following the man's distraught gaze, Peter glanced down at his legs. He was surprised to see 
his pants stained red all around his left ankle, while his bare feet were dotted with small 
gashes and oozing scratches. It looked painful, even though the teen could hardly feel 
anything. 


"Fuck." Tony growled darkly. 


"Oh, it's nothing... it must have happened in the earthquake, I heard glass falling. Look, there 
is glass all around us." Peter explained carelessly, waving his hand dismissively in the 
direction of his injured ankle to allay his savior's concern. "You know how it is. Adrenaline, 
endorphins, and poof... you can't feel anything." 


"Fuck." 

Peter hesitated for a second. "Tony...?" 

"You're not okay. You're hurt." 

Peering down briefly once more, Peter laid his hand on the mechanic's tensed shoulder. 


"It's nothing, really. Just minor scratches." 


It wasn't enough to convince Tony to let go. His dark eyes remained glued to the young 
survivor's leg, nothing else seemed to matter. 


"No yu 


Taking a wide step back Peter hissed as the first wave of pain set his leg on fire. It felt like 
hundreds of tiny needles sinking into his flesh, so he swung his entire weight onto his other 
foot. "Ouch, shit..." 


Tony was beside him in a flash, his large hands grabbing his arms to steady him. 
"T-thank you." 

"You're hurt." 

"Yeah... I don't think it's serious, though." 


"I'm not taking any chances." Tony declared in a breath just before he bent down to carry the 
boy, who let out a small, surprised squeak as his feet were lifted off the ground. "Let's check 
this out." 


On the journey to the main room of the bunker, lodged in the strong arms of his lover, Peter 
was torn between two distinct feelings. One part of him was offended at being treated like a 
damsel in distress for the simple act of spilling a few drops of blood, while another part was... 
well, totally in love, and delighted, and impressed, and thrilled that Tony was pampering him 
in this manner. He decided to bathe in that comforting feeling, instead of fighting it. 


He didn't want to be a precious and fragile thing, and yet he loved catching that glint in the 
engineer's eye. It was so confusing for him. 


When they reached the top of the stairs, they were confronted with a mess similar to the one 
in the lab, as expected. Tony froze at the doorway, his arms hugging Peter's small body 
tighter against him, and they took a second to process the damage. Although it wasn't the first 
time, it was no less upsetting. 


"I'm not sweeping, this time." Peter attempted humor. His throat was prickling terribly. 


The shelf in the kitchen was broken - again. All the cans that usually rested on the shelves 
were now all over the floor, amidst glass, dust, and miscellaneous items. It was hard to miss 
the huge fissure on the wall against which the couch was pressed, just shaped like a lightning 
bolt carved into the concrete. Peter was already dreaming about drawing over it to embellish 
their precious home and hide its numerous scars. It wasn't much, perhaps, but it mattered to 
him since it was his way of erasing the harm done to this place that protected them from the 
outside world. 


Tony noticed his fixation on the crack as he settled him down on the couch, very carefully, 
mindful of his legs and his feet. "Don't worry, the foundation is untouched. You're safe." A 
kiss on the forehead. 


"I'm not worried about it. I can't. After all this place was built by the hand of the Tony Stark." 


"According to you that means it's indestructible?" 


"Yes." Peter answered without a shadow of a doubt as Tony sat down on the small table so 
that he was facing the boy. 


"Okay, I'm going to take a look at your leg. Try not to move." 


Gently grasping the ankle in his large hands, Tony laid Peter's heel on his lap and then rolled 
the fabric up to reveal the wounded flesh. His gaze was focused, an attitude that led Peter to 
remember his first days in the bunker when his new post-apocalyptic companion was busy 
bandaging his injuries, a little over a year ago. Perhaps Tony was thinking the same thing; his 
eyes traveled fleetingly to the teenager's left cheek, where the scar from the sutures lay. 


They didn't talk about it that much, most of the time Peter forgot that he had that mark on his 
cheek about the length of his mouth when it wasn't stretched with a smile. If he had to be 
aware of it, it was when he was in front of a mirror or when Tony stroked it with his 
fingertips. It wasn't painful, it was just a simple memory barely darker than his skin tone left 
by the dangerous outside world. That was all there was to know about that scar on his cheek. 


And, oh, he remembered very well the infected suture his savior had taken care of back then. 
What a gruesome memory. 


But now... now they were there again, and Peter was under Tony's care - again. It wasn't 
exactly like the last time, though. 


Tony wasn't watching his body in the same way. There was passion and concern behind his 
dark orbs. He didn't touch him in the same way. His fingers were infinitely softer with him, 
his touches all felt like caresses. And he didn't smell the same as before either. The aroma of 
fire and coffee was now accompanied by a sweet, faint scent of lavender that made his head 
spin. 


There were all these little changes that had occurred since the last time Tony had taken care 
of him in this way. And Peter liked that very much. 


Peter liked it, he- 
He loved him. 


"You see? They're just little boo-boos." The boy murmured as Tony carefully inspected his 
foot. "Tony, are you listening to me?" 


"Your ankle is fine. I'll clean the cuts, though." 
"I told you so-" 
"You stepped on glass. There's a shard stuck in the sole of your foot; I'll have to remove it." 


Peter remembered the searing pain that had shot through his leg when he had tried to walk. 
Glass in his foot seemed like a reasonable explanation, though he didn't like the idea one bit. 


"Are you going to be Doctor Stark again?" The boy chuckled lightly as Tony rose back up, 
seeking out a pair of tweezers. The answer was slow to come, and thus Peter wondered if he 
had been heard. But the engineer was back in front of him to continue the torture, armed with 
his little tormenting instrument. 


"Why are you so eager about doctors, all of sudden? I thought you didn't like needles." 
Tony patted his thighs and Peter obediently planted his heel on top without a second thought. 


"I don't like needles. But my doctor knows how to use his." The young survivor eventually 
retorted with the firm intention of distracting himself as much as possible while Tony poked a 
foreign body in his sensitive foot. 


It earned him a warm stare from Tony, which informed him about what kind of activity they 
would be engaged in when evening would arrive, when they would be tucked away in their 
beds and when pain would be far behind them. 


"Take a deep breath." 


Which Peter obliged, but it didn't stop the sting as the small metal clamp dug into his skin, 
digging, searching, prodding. 


"Uuuuh, this is not fun, this is not fun, this is not fun, I'm not living my best life, hurry, hurry, 
hurry-" 


"Breathe." 


" T'd do it as much as you'd like if air were paracetamol, or morphine! Whatever, I ain't 
picky..." 


"You're being dramatic. Again." Tony said, frowning slightly as he continued to fumble for 
the lost glass somewhere in the boy's foot. 


"I am not being d- OW, damn it!" 

It would appear that Tony had just found it. "Easy, don't move too much." 
"You of all people should know that I'm a sensitive man... It's not fair, 1t hurts-" 
"I'm sorry." 


Peter wasn't sure why his best friend was apologizing. They were both still confused from the 
shaking, but there was something singularly tangled in his lover's voice. 


"I'm sorry, Peter." Tony reiterated with his head lowered between his shoulders. 


He waited a few seconds, chewing on the skin of his lip. "It's okay... I'm just not having much 
luck, you know. It's just the way it is. It's not your fault." 


The man's back arched a little more and they remained silent for a few more moments before 
an idea emerged in the younger man's mind. 


"Fri', distract us please! Tell us about outside, give us our daily report!" 
Tony didn't object. 


"Certainly, mini boss. Based on our shelter's average temperature of twenty degrees Celsius, 
we can fairly say that the temperature outdoors is getting noticeably more capricious with a 
four degree." 


Slightly chilly for a day of June... But the nuclear winter was still here, with no intention of 
leaving. 


"It's been two months since the last radioactive storm, on April 03, 2018. My scans do not 
detect any climatic or meteorological signs that could herald a future storm, although the 
radioactivity level remains critical." 


F.R.I.D.A.Y continued her analysis, drowning out the survivors with dozens of pieces of 
information and statistics, data that Peter was now accustomed to hearing. Nothing was 
concretely different from the ordinary, and that's precisely what was comforting at that point. 
They didn't need any more unexpected events. Besides... the boy's mind could be elsewhere 
than on the pain he felt from the glass. Hearing about outside was all he liked. 


There were some things that never changed. 


"Got it." Tony cut F.R.I.D.A.Y off as he pulled the broken shard of glass from Peter's foot, 
holding it firmly between the two joined ends of the tweezers and raising it to eye level. 


"Oh, thank god..." Peter sighed as he slumped against the back of the couch. "Will I be able 
to walk again, doctor?" he added with a lazy smile. 


"Cut the act. A dab of disinfectant, a bandage, and you'll be good as new." 
"Great! I had tons of plans, I can't just drop everything." 


Tony approved his words with a low hum, as he patted the injured surface of Peter's leg with 
an alcohol-soaked cotton ball which made the kid flinch constantly. 


"I'm almost done with the list of bunkers which were rented and purchased in 2016. I didn't 
know there could be so many... but I guess that's good for us, right? There are hundreds of 
them in Pennsylvania alone! Maybe they were luckier than the ones in New York... not 
everyone is lucky enough to have a shelter made by the Starks, right?" 


That's what people used to do, before. There had been a whole business around survival, of 
using people's fear to make money for the promise of safety. 


But this was now a factor to be considered, both Tony and Peter were in accord on this point: 
people had bought bunkers. And if the majority of them didn't even have time to take refuge 
in them when Death struck... there had to be exceptions. It was with this hypothesis that the 


boy occupied his days, supported in part by the artificial intelligence of their shelter. He had 
been listing the coordinates of potentially occupied bunkers, and from this data Peter was 
drawing maps which Tony would be able to use during his expeditions. 


This project sounded crazy, it was something probably a thousand times more perilous than 
what they would usually dare to do when it involved venturing out. Still, Tony hadn't brushed 
off the idea when the young survivor had brought it up a few weeks ago. 


For now, it was all speculation and theory, however Peter wasn't ready to tire of his work. 
Every day was a small step further, a step in the name of their freedom. Every day, there was 
something new to be discovered. Hope had not yet abandoned them. They tried to make the 
best use of it, without letting themselves be tricked by its power. 


Until proven otherwise, there were people trapped underground just like them, victims of the 
apocalypse who were waiting in the darkness, poor souls who dreamed of getting out and 
finding people like them. That was what Peter believed in, that was his motivation. 


Outside, there were people. People who needed help. 


People he had to do everything, try everything, even the craziest, riskiest, most irrational 
things to get them help. 


It was what made him smile at night before he went to sleep, and every morning when he 
opened his eyes. Oh, that and feeling Tony's arms around him - that feeling had no equal. 


"There, it's over." 


Peter tested the flexibility of the small bandage tied around his foot without further ado. He 
rolled and curled his ankle and wiggled his toes to make sure everything was in order. And it 
was - Tony had done a flawless job, as always. 


He let him know with a huge smile, to which the man responded by gently grabbing his heel 
and kissing the bandaged back of the foot, just above the knot of the dressing. "You can walk, 
but don't force it if it hurts. Understand, baby?" 


"I'm not likely to run, anyway." 
"You do it all the time. For no reason!" 


"We should normalize running to get from point A to point B faster." Peter shrugged as he 
slid to the edge of the couch to get closer to his dear engineer. Their gazes locked. "Thank 
you for taking care of me." 


A satisfied gleam shone in the mechanic's eyes. "You don't have to thank me. It's my job." 


Hearing those words Peter couldn't resist the temptation; he tilted his head to the side, Tony 
copied the movement, and they kissed with a contented sigh. 


About the Great Expedition project, Tony was uncharacteristically supportive of the idea. He 
would listen to Peter discuss it at any time of the day without interfering or objecting in any 


way, sometimes even assisting him in this new mission when the boy was having doubts or 
difficulties. It was not like Tony to support any initiative aiming at exploiting more of the 
outside world, and in spite of everything, against all odds, there they were, working together. 
Peter had decided not to question it - not more than necessary, at least. Things as they were 
suited him perfectly well, so he remained on track and just enjoyed it as much as he could 
side by side with the man he loved. 


While he was investing his time into this project, Tony was more focused on making radio 
contact with what might be out there. As long as he could tinker in his lab without talking 
about the outside world out loud, he was a happy man. And somehow Peter was happy about 
that, too. Tony was better off and safer at home with him. 


That's how their days had been going lately. They had a purpose. 
"Again." Peter begged in a dragging complaint when Tony ended the kiss. "Again..." 


Tony yielded this favor to him. One last chaste peck on the lips, and then he was gone. "I'm 
going to clean up this mess. You should go get some rest." 


"No, I'm fine. I'm going to fix up the lab a little bit, and then I'll get back to work." 
"What, you're in such a hurry to send me hundreds of miles away from you?" 


Testing his weight on both legs, tongue stuck between his lips, Peter crooned his response. 
"It's for a good cause, my dear friend." 


Perhaps this expedition would be salvation for their duo and so many other survivors in the 
same predicament as them... but the means to get there came at a terribly high cost, even to 
the ambitious young survivor's eyes. He refused to share those feelings with Tony if he had 
him on his side, but the weight was on his shoulders regardless of his silence. 


"Oh... well, if it's for the good cause, I guess my death will be perfectly justified-" 
"Don't say that." Peter grunted with a pronounced pout. "Please don't say that." 


There were already more than enough dark thoughts in his mind to torture him about this 
expedition he was planning. Peter didn't need Tony to remind him what the risks were, he 
knew them all too well. 


Considering it was too painful. It was the only thing that could possibly make him change his 
mind, so he carefully avoided getting lost in this thorny path. 


However, Peter boldly brought up the subject as Tony bowed his back to pick up the cans of 
food that littered the floor. It wasn't something thought out, it was something that happened 
because the teenager couldn't keep his mouth shut when this topic was prompted. 


"I could go." He said hastily. 


Tony didn't even glance over his shoulder. The answer was salient in the quiet. 


"I'm serious," he tried again nevertheless with a little, goofy giggle, slowly walking his way 
to his beloved whom he fondly hugged the arm to gain his full attention. His mouth traced an 
imaginary trail over the muscle of his bicep, his brown eyes searching for the darkness he 
cherished so much in Tony's. "If you're getting the heebie-jeebies, I can go for you. You're far 
too old for this shit." 


Tony chuckled, a light sound laced with affection, though his excessively tense jaw reflected 
something else. "Nice try." 


"The effort deserves a reward. Don't you think?" 
"That's out of the question, Pete. No." 


At this point, the boy wasn't really impressed with a blunt rejection anymore. The opposite 
would have stunned him. So, he shrugged and furtively kissed the engineer's cheek. 


"It's not a big deal, Tony. But sooner or later I'll get out of this place." 


He could have sworn he saw every single inch of his savior's body tense up, like a predator 
armed to the teeth ready to go on the offensive. 


"Well... not today, and not tomorrow either. We'll talk about it when the radioactivity has 
been neutralized." 


The words were spoken in a tone meant to be humorous, but Peter could guess the bit of 
reality Tony truly meant by that. Then again, he couldn't really blame him. It was just Tony 
being Tony. 


But there was always that little twinge that pierced his heart. Every time. He masked it with a 
smile. 


"Great. In several hundred years?" 

"Exactly. I love it when you're cute and savvy." 
With that, he slapped the boy's ass. 

"Hey!" Peter shrieked. 


"What? You're going to complain? Last time you were crying for more." The engineer 
hugged Peter tighter, holding him close despite the teenager's weak struggle. 


Obviously, Tony had to make use of this specific memory where Peter had been in a 
particularly vulnerable position - and it wasn't fair, and Peter made it known with a glare that 
was intended to be stern and accusatory. That frown disappeared the second another slap 
landed on his posterior, and he took a step forward right after the impact, their chests 
colliding. Tony glowered with pride. 


"You're blushing just like the first time." 


Jesus. 


"You're a pig, Anthony Stark." The young survivor rebuked, wagging his finger at the face of 
the man he loved. 


"Why? Because I touched your butt, or because I made you like it?" 


Peter swallowed. When Tony was talking like that... sometimes he felt like he could throw 
himself on the first surface and spread his thighs to receive him, just because his voice had 
that bewitching effect on him. But for now, the boy reasoned with the little voice in his head 
which was a little too interested about the idea. They had better things to do. (Right?) 


His hand flat on Tony's chest, Peter pushed him away with a gentle smile, he took a small 
step away, making sure he could continue to touch him. "Don't get me started... we already 
did it last night and... and this morning, f-for hours." Oh, two exquisite memories. "I'm tired." 
He added, referring to the omnipresent burn between his buttocks that he could hardly omit. 


"And am J still the old guy? How hypocritical." 


"You are old. As for me, living until sixteen in such a world is already a very good lifetime, 
an extraordinary longevity. I'm lucky on that score, I guess. I should think about retiring." 


Tony was not a fan of the kind of humor that consisted of laughing at death, which was all the 
more surprising when one knew his rational and sarcastic mind. For Peter, it was his way of 
fighting morbid circumstances. Laugh or cry; he had tested both, and he had chosen. Maybe 
Tony didn't like the dark reality coming out of his mouth? 


He studied his roommate's face for a moment before resolving to divert the conversation to a 
lighter topic. 


"I had a dream last night." 


The kind of dream from which Peter would have wished to never open his eyes again if it had 
been allowed to him. The kind that had the power to make him wake up with hot tears on his 
cheeks when he realized he was back to the sad reality - in which he and Tony were stuck in. 


"I... I was taking the bus. The same bus I used to take to get to my school. The same one. 
With the very same faces, the same tired and annoyed figures, and... instead of going to my 
school, you now, like usual, we were going to visit Washington Monument. My friends were 
with me, even though I still can't remember them. I felt them, with me. Eh, it was a weird 
dream, but, still... it was kinda cool." 


Or maybe it was a memory? Peter didn't reject the idea, though he liked to comfort himself 
with the feeling that last night his friends were with him, even if it had only been for the time 
of an oneiric thought. 


"Did you enjoy the visit?" Tony questioned as he had resumed putting away the cans. 


"I woke up with a start. Y'know? When you're dreaming, and then it's like you fall from a 
really, really high place? Maybe I fell off the top of the monument." Peter replied with a 


laugh. 


"Or maybe someone pushed you, who knows? If you were as talkative in your dream as you 
are in real life... then I can understand their motivations." 


"Hey! That's mean!" 
"Maybe. Just a little bit." 


Briefly, Peter wondered where his mind was getting this imagination from to fuel his 
daydreams. Then he remembered the pictures. 


Tony had brought an instant camera back to the bunker from one of his last expeditions. A 
few twists of the screwdriver and the legendary knowledge of a Stark were all it took to make 
the camera perfectly usable according to the engineer's standards. For Peter, it was like 
bringing Disneyland into their grim shelter. With this little gadget, Peter's precious gem, Tony 
was now able to bring him shots of the outside world, of what it looked like after a year 
without a soul. And that's what he did at Peter's request. 


Tony had presented the world to him, he had brought it right into the palm of his hands. 
Pictures of their Earth as a victim of Man. Shards of New York, of its remaining ashes: 
Coney Island, with its great Ferris wheel crushed in the sand, half-drowned in a gray and 
sticky ocean. Brooklyn Museum, with the roof razed and the marble pillars eaten away by 
radioactivity. Central Park, without green, without life. And what was left of the Statue of 
Liberty, a few tons of rusted metal, whose overwhelming majority had melted in the Fire. 


Dilapidated landscapes, with vestiges that were still yielding to time. Ruins. 


That's what it was like out there. It was a sight Tony was confronted with every time he 
stepped outdoors, and now... now Peter knew, too. 


He had been so insistent on rediscovering the world. It wasn't what he'd hoped for, but it had 
quenched a considerable part of his curiosity and thirst for adventure. For a while. In spite of 
everything, in spite of all of Tony's efforts, there was still in Peter this impulse that 
manifested itself in the depths of his heart like an urge for life and freedom, which was only 
interested in seeing. To see everything, with his own eyes. 


"I know that face...don't even think about it. The day is bad enough, no need to pile on." Tony 
sighed softly, which pulled Peter out of his reflections. 


"You know I'm not doing this on purpose. I have... | need a purpose. That's precisely why I'm 
working on the Great Expedition Project, 'cause I can't just sit around and- and bide my time, 
wait endlessly for you to leave, and then for you to return, and wait for it to happen all over 
again, and again, and again. I can't do that. We've talked about this, and I know I'm obsessing 
about being out, I know how unhealthy it is for me, I've been listening to you, about what 
you've said, I swear, but I can't control my thoughts. They... they just flow my brain. That's 
all." 


A goal was what held at bay insanity. Peter needed it as much as his roommate since it was 
what gave meaning to his life - to one of the few that still existed. 


However, Tony stubbornly tried to protect him from everything and nothing. Mostly from 
nothing. It was cute. Sometimes creepy. But above all it was frustrating when the boy was 
only willing to do his part. 


What exactly was Tony afraid of? Peter often wondered. What could happen to him, since he 
was never taking any risks? He wasn't allowed to. 


"What will happen when there isn't enough food in the area? Huh?" 
A flash of irritation crossed the mechanic's face. 


"You didn't let me bring it up last month, but I'm bringing it up now. Tony, we... we're going 
to have to move." 


"Yeah," the man growled through his clenched teeth, each of his movements mechanical and 
more fierce than necessary. "As if I hadn't already been considering it. Like I even want to 
talk about it!" 


"You have to!" Peter indignantly exclaimed. 


"I'm the one who cares about food! J’m the one who goes out, gets it, and brings it back! You 
don't have to worry about that, damn it, Peter, because /'m the one in charge!" 


The boy threw his arms in the air. "And we keep coming back to the same issue! Tony, we're 
in this together! We're a team! Besides, food concerns you as much as it concerns me! We're 
both reliant on it!" 


But the problem wasn't the paucity. The problem was the same as the very first day in the 
bunker. The one that had caused so many arguments, the source of the conflict that hovered 
most frequently over them. 


Peter tried to wipe the frown off his face; he needed Tony as an ally, not as an enemy. 
"I know it's... it's about being outside. It's because you don't want me to leave." 


The words were tentative and infused with an ounce of sadness. Hearing them, Tony's 
shoulders heavily drooped down. "Pete, baby... I... I only refuse what might harm you." 


"Why are you so scared?" 


Appearing agitated, Tony nervously played with a spoon he'd picked up from the floor. "I 
can't control anything out there." 


Barely above a whisper. It was rare to see Tony look vulnerable, but he seemed fragile now 
more than ever as he gave his companion a sheepish look. Peter felt the urge to hug him, but 
he resisted. He couldn't give in just yet. 


"The expeditions are getting longer, and food is getting scarcer. We knew it was coming, and 
it's actually happening... I don't know how long we can keep it up, probably months, but, 
honey..." Peter said and took a step forward, seeking his lover's gaze. "You should have 
accepted that fact. We really should have worked on it-" 


"Oh, because you think /’m in denial?" 
Peter tensed. 
"Tony-" 


"No, no, please, throw out the accusations, I deserve it after all, right? I'm the big bad of the 
story, is that correct?" Tony thundered as he walked past Peter with a glare, looking for more 
cans to pick up. 


"Don't yell, please-" 


"I can yell as much as I want! This is my goddamn bunker!" which he did with those words, 
his voice echoing loudly in the shelter as Tony whipped the air with a wide motion of his 
arm. "You're babbling about things you don't even understand! You're just a kid!" 


These were words that Peter could not ignore, pain written all over his face as he jerked back, 
hands over his heart. How dare he...? 


Why... why were they fighting, anyway? It wasn't supposed to be like this. 


"It's like you are using everything in your power to piss me off! I'm trying, really trying, 
Peter, but sometimes you're really not easy to get along with." 


"Tony. I don't deserve this." 


"And neither do I!" The engineer replied bitterly. "I'm trying to protect you, and you're-you 
just... you just think about hanging out and having fun, it's always the same crap!" 


At this point it was hard to hide the red on his cheeks or the glint in his eyes as he tried to 
stand up straight in front of his roommate. Tony's anger was thick, perhaps a little too much 
for the boy's sensitive temperament. He sniffled, confused, not knowing what he was 
supposed to do or say. Tony wasn't listening to him anymore, it was a fight he'd lost as soon 
as he mentioned the possibility that he might step outside. Despite the time... the subject was 
still taboo. 


Peter had made the mistake of assuming that it had changed since Tony had been working on 
this new project with him - he had guessed wrong. 


And as he pondered this, he remembered that his work was still waiting for him in the lab, 
right where he had left it before the earthquake. Tony couldn't stop him from working on it. 


"I'm heading to the lab... call me if you think I finally have the right to express my opinion." 
Peter announced in a quiet voice as he dragged his feet to the stairs. 


He heard a sigh, "Yeah sure, go save the world." 


The rest of the day was spent fixing up the bunker. Both of them were bad at cleaning, but 
they were good at repairing, which they both did on their respective sides of the shelter. In 
the end, there were not many traces of the earthquake left, except for the big crack in the 
wall, or the missing glasses. 


Since there was no need to talk in order to clean up, they didn't. Not a word, not a glance, and 
the hours passed like that. They barely shared the lab. 


In the evening, while hesitating between the couch and his old mattress, Peter decided that 
enough was enough. He joined Tony in their bed, ready to face any resistance. 


But as he found his place under the cover at the very end of the bed, an arm wrapped around 
his waist and pulled him closer to a solid, naked torso. Peter did not think. He instinctively 
snuggled in, his nose digging into the center of the breastbone for comfort and the scent he 
enjoyed so much. They both sighed as their muscles relaxed in unison. 


"We shouldn't quarrel." Peter muttered, closing his eyes to relish the moment. 
"I know." Came the whispered reply through his hair. 

"I don't like it." 

"I know." 

They shouldn't be fighting. They only had each other. 

"I'm sorry, Tony." 


Peter knew he wasn't wrong. Tony wasn't wrong either. But this was more important than 
being right, and he couldn't bear to go to bed feeling angry. Thus, he kissed his lover's 
bearded cheek, and he smiled when a lingering kiss was placed on his right back. Everything 
was fine now. The problem was buried, but they were united. 


"I'm sorry too," the engineer confessed after a long minute, his hands caressing the teen's 
back over his top with slow, steady movements. "Life isn't exactly helping, and we're up to 
our necks in this shit. I can see why you need to take your mind off it." 


In reality, it was about more than taking his mind off things. Peter had hoped that Tony might 
understand him after a long year of living together, but unfortunately, they weren't there yet. 
It was a shame. Peter took comfort in the arms of the person who understood him best and 
yet had some responsibility for the sorrow in his heart. What could he do about it? It had 
always been easier to just... close his eyes and accept. 


The hands on him became more adventurous - Peter knew these caresses by heart. His whole 
body was already warming up, eager for the sensations he was going to be able to feast on, he 
knew this process and this way Tony looked at him. 


"Oh, fuck, take that thing off..." Tony ordered, his breath hot against the boy's skin as he 
pulled down his sweatpants. "Take it off." 


Peter was still wet and sore from this morning, but that didn't stop him from getting down on 
all fours as the engineer took up position behind, kneeling between his spread thighs. Tony 
brutally entered him with a single, strong thrust, ripping a scream from the back of Peter's 
throat. His breath was cut off. 


After that, lots of grunting and groaning, moaning too, the creaking of the bed and nails 
digging into skin. Peter could hardly think of doing anything but taking what was given to 
him. He was just taking. 


"Harder!" Peter begged with a high-pitched cry, utterly depraved by the burning need that 
constricted his belly, where he could feel Tony sinking, grinding, and pounding. He was so 
big. 


Sex was a huge part of their relationship. 


There was rarely a day that went by without some carnal activity between them. And with 
cause: boredom. 


When Tony wasn't away on an expedition and when they weren't engaged in a particular 
project, the two survivors of the bunker were confronted daily with a dull, monotonous 
routine where the days were similar and blurred, where the mundane hours lost their flavor 
and interest. They could trick ennui and thwart its plans with their chores like cooking, 
washing, and maintenance, they could also play cards or sometimes even talk when Tony was 
in a talkative mood, but mainly, their real rescue was sex. 


Sex with Tony was... exceptional. He couldn't get enough of it. 


So, they slept together as much as they would be able to, at night or during the day, in the 
morning or in the evening, brutally or gently, lengthily, for hours until they were numb or 
quickly, in a matter of a few brief minutes when they didn't want to bother with foreplay, 
when they only wanted to be one and to externalize that infernal surplus of energy that was 
building up in their muscles due to idleness throughout the course of a long, tedious day. Sex 
was their favorite game, but more than that, it was their language, a language that Tony had 
carefully and meticulously taught to his protégé, a language that Peter relished using to be 
even closer to his lover whenever he could. 


In the past year, Peter could state without hesitation that they had done all sorts of lewd 
things within their bunker, things that would have made F.R.I.D.A.Y. blush. Starting with the 
places where it used to occur once the passionate tension was established. The bed, of course, 
their bed that creaked in rhythm with Tony's thrusts, each one of them, slow or brutal, and 
with approximately every position humanly possible and imaginable. But that wasn't all. It 
was just a matter of using a good dose of imagination, which they both had in abundance. 


For the most obvious spots where things had happened, Peter could list the sofa, his old 
mattress - despite its narrow size, but, hey, they always managed to get their way - the big 
round center table in the lab, and, also, the bench in the bathroom. But in all honesty, they did 
what they had to do everywhere they could. Everywhere. Against every wall of the shelter, 
Tony holding Peter's legs in the crook of his elbows, pressing the youthful body higher as he 
pounded into his tight heat, on every table, on every piece of furniture, every surface, the 
worktop, the dresser, hell, on the floor. 


Most often it would just start with an innocent kiss. 


Or, sometimes, Tony would sneak up behind him, and, just like that, he would whisper the 
dirtiest words in the hollow of his ear. It worked. 


When they were angry? Sex. When they were happy? Sex. When they were demoralized? 
Sex. When Tony was leaving for an expedition? Sex. When Tony was returning from an 
expedition? Sex. 


Sex with laughter, screaming, and occasionally crying... Peter would take it all. He loved 
every bit of this world that the mechanic had introduced him to. Even the strangest. 


"Oh, ooooh, there, right there, Tony...!" The boy hiccupped, his breath catching with each 
word, each time Tony was back inside him, back deep inside his svelte frame. Large hands 
gripped his hips, pulling him back so that his ass met a neatly trimmed pubic bone. 


"You're so beautiful... fuck, you're so beautiful..." he heard behind him, Tony's voice closer to 
a feral growl than a human voice. 


Peter's response was a broken whimper. For Tony, that was enough. He didn't need anything 
more to do what he had to do. He did, however, fuck the kid harder because he knew Peter 
could handle it. They both wanted him. 


A hand in his curly brown hair forced his face into the voluptuous padding of the pillows. He 
screamed into the tissue as he was getting fucked harder, and harder, and- 


"Oh, almost there... almost... fuck, Peter... good boy, good boy, stay still!" 
Peter obeyed. 


His body petrified as the white ropes of semen spurted from his erection. His wet walls 
closed in tightly around the engineer, indulging him to stay and use him some more, only 
wanting to be able to harvest his juice. 


Tony hammered into him for many more minutes, and it was particularly exhausting and at 
the same time perfect. A divine torment. 


The slap on his buttocks made him jump, almost lifting off the mattress. "Tony!" He received 
a second one in the same place, stealing another high-pitched scream in the process. 


"You know what I'm thinking?" His roommate gasped above him, Peter felt a drop of sweat 
fall from Tony's forehead and then roll down the small of his back. "I'm thinking- ah, fuck... 
I'm thinking it would have been a blast if you were a broad. Can you imagine? You would 
have been gorgeous. I would have fucking loved being able to knock you up with my kids. 
You and I could have repopulated the earth with our perfect, pure little heirs, and they would 
have been wonderful with our combined blood. Hell, you would have been stunning with a 
nice, round belly." 


That again. It wasn't the first time Tony had let such words slip out of his mouth, yet, like 
every time, Peter didn't pick up on it. No mention, no comment, just complete silence. He 
was content to assume it was a kink characteristic to his boyfriend, true to his eccentricity 
and he wouldn't blame him for it. They didn't have much left in this post-apocalyptic world, 
and if Tony could escape it for a few minutes with his peculiar fantasy, then Peter would 
gladly grant him the right to bring up whatever turned him on when he felt confident to share 
it. It was just sex versus boredom, and he was only too happy to help make Tony feel more 
fully alive, even if it was by coaxing him under the sheets with his body. It was a way like 
any other to have his relevance in their buried home. 


Tony liked the idea. Peter liked the idea of Tony being pleased. Did they have to discuss that 
when things were working smoothly? 


The boy glanced at the main door of the bunker once his savior rolled to his side of the bed, 
relaxed and lethargic. Tony was already asleep by then when Peter began to cry, his thoughts 
going to his aunt, uncle, and the life he once had, somewhere out there. 


He wanted to get out. 
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Peter had never conceived that it would be possible to be as furious as he currently was. In 
fact, it was beyond what he was even able to describe, words as he knew them were not 
enough, not even adequate, and he doubted that any of the words on this Earth were enough 
to express even a small fraction of the way he felt. 


Not a minute would pass without a long, heavy sigh being exhaled out of his lungs. The poor 
boy's fingernails were short, gnawed and chewed to a sanguine appearance which looked 
painful - and was. If Peter detached his mind from the fury boiling in his veins, it was only to 
glance at his fingers that were hurting him terribly. And despite everything, he continued to 
pick them as soon as he had the opportunity, not even realizing what he was doing. 


Stuck in the bunker, there was little he could do to channel the distress that was invading him 
by the minute. Even the prospect of working on The Great Expedition Project seemed hardly 
enticing. 


The worry was consuming him and there was no escape from it. The only remedy that could 
ease his fears was lost somewhere in the wilderness, far from him, far from home. 


There was the problem that tormented Peter: his roommate was not with him. 


And that was all, all there was to know, all the young survivor could say about it since that is 
the way the events unfolded. Peter had woken up in the bed he shared with his lover, all 
alone, with an unpleasant feeling clutching his stomach, and then he had paced around the 


entire bunker with a hasty step - which took him very little time - before he could put his 
finger on what was amiss. 


Tony had disappeared in the middle of the night. 


That was the thought that had immediately anchored itself in the teenager's head when the 
first signs of a panic attack occurred, just a second before the soothing voice of F.R.I.D.A.Y. 
brought him back to reality. 


Tony had disappeared when no expedition of any kind had been planned, or even considered 
or mentioned. 


F.R.I.D.A.Y's words reassured him, though. 


"Mini-Boss, I invite you to please have a seat and take a deep breath. The boss has instructed 
me to deliver a message to you as soon as you are awake. Let me share it with you: 


"Peter, baby. I, uh... I don't want you to get all worked up. I know you're going to be 
worried sick, but, no need to- ... really. I'm fine, everything's fine. That's all you need to 
know. I'll tell you everything when I get back, okay? Don't do anything stupid. I'll see 
you soon." 


End of message. There is nothing more to mention, Peter. Mr. Stark left early in the morning, 
before dawn. According to his message, his return is to be expected any moment. I'll be happy 
to keep you company in the meantime." 


Yes, F.R.I.D.A.Y.'s words had reassured him when he had been considering that a 
supernatural entity had abducted the love of his life during the night, when the nightmarish 
scenarios had invaded his mind, along with fear, terror, and worse. And then, the fright he 
had sensed as a waterfall that had crashed down on him metamorphosed into something else. 


Anger. 
Dark, merciless, unforgiving anger. 


The first spike of indignation - when he realized that Tony had stormed out without bothering 
to wake him up first - was like a spark falling in a field of dry grass. Then, of course, there 
was nothing else but an ocean of fire, a vast horizon consumed by the rage and wrath that was 
within him. 


Thoughts filled with bitterness nourished his boiling mind every minute that elapsed in the 
engineer's absence inside the shelter. The animosity was growing, like the blaze that had 
broken out in the field. Two days had gone by like this, with Tony out of his sight, and no 
news to quell all the acrimony that reeked from the bunker. Peter was on his own, alone to 
plot, alone to wait for the hurricane to subside. But it didn't. Not until Tony returned, at least. 
So that's what he did because there was nothing else for him. Peter waited. 


Two days. Two long, interminable days. That was plenty of time for Peter to cook up a whole 
bunch of new scenarios in his head. Scenarios where awful things were occurring, 


monstrosities that would explain why Tony was still not by his side even though Fri' had 
announced a quick return, in the words of the mechanic. These scenarios flooded in, more 
numerous, continuing to pour oil on the fire, feeding his hostile and terrorized dreams, 
impregnated with death, illness, abandonment, madness... everything that could still frighten 
this brave boy. All that he wanted desperately to flee. 


And when what was meant to happen happened, Peter exploded. 


"Where have you been?!" he demanded in a sharp voice as soon as Tony stepped through the 
front door and moved one foot into the kitchen. A lightning strike crashing down at their feet 
couldn't have made a worse racket. 


Peter was beside himself. This is what tended to happen when the only human who breathes 
by your side, the only one you love and cherish more than anything, more than life itself, 
mysteriously disappears for two whole days without leaving a rational explanation. And 
speaking of explanation! That was what Peter demanded of his roommate now that he was 
back and ostensibly safe. 


"Huh?! Where have you been?! Where did you go? Why?! Why didn't you tell me?!" The 
words were ejected from his mouth like hasty ammunition to riddle their target. 


He followed Tony at his heels, the tips of his socks almost scraping the man's feet as he 
walked away from the boy without paying any attention to his words, heading straight for the 
bed. Peter accelerated the pace and circumvented him before with an irritated and determined 
pout inscribed on his features. Aware that he wasn't about to get any peace, Tony rolled his 
eyes. 


"I'm fine. Okay? Don't sweat it, I'm just tired." 


With this answer Peter was torn between laughter and outrage. However, he did not stir from 
his position. 


"Come on, Pete, shoo." Tony tried to walk past him, pushing the boy weakly with his own 
body the first time, then a second. But Peter didn't budge, he refused to give in. 


He deserved an explanation. 
"Why did you leave?" 
"It's nothing to be concerned about, come on-" 


"Why did you leave?" the young survivor repeated his words in an identical tone, hands on 
his hips and gaze fixed on his roommate's fatigue-stricken face. 


"Peter. Don't start." Tony tilted his head from side to side until an audible 'crack' ensued. 


"I'm starting what I fucking want to start, old man. I want to understand what happened, I 
want to know why you weren't with me when I woke up two freakin' days ago." 


The tension was building around them, until it grew suffocating. The air was permeated with 
it, making it heavy. 


Peter could witness the annoyed gleam that crept up in his companion's eyes, yet he couldn't 
care less. That was the least of his worries as the fury overwhelmed him. 


"Get out of my way..." 


This time Peter barked out a laugh. "I can't believe you're actually serious... it's 
unbelievable!" 


Peter shoved him fiercely as Tony tried once again to continue his way despite the argument 
that had erupted, hard enough to force him to stagger back a few steps. And because that 
hadn't been enough to calm his anger, Peter strode forward and pushed him again with a 
similar vehemence, although Tony was prepared and didn't sway as much as the first time. 


"Speak!" 
Tony did not. 


"Speak! Talk to me, Tony!" When the boy tried again to push him, Tony didn't move a 
muscle; his stature was like a marble pillar set in the ground. 


Tony didn't even try to explain himself anymore. He only had that tired, irritated look on his 
face as he slowly fluttered his eyelashes, eyes resting on Peter who was still ranting as much 
as the first minute. 


"You left... you just left, you... you didn't bring anything back with you, you didn't take your 
walkie-talkie, you didn't... you didn't say goodbye to me..." 


The young survivor was surprised to find tears on his cheeks burning with rage. 


"You went away, you left me all alone...!" Peter sobbed with a miserable scowl. "I didn't say 
goodbye to you! I... | always say goodbye to you! You left before-!" 


He didn't understand why these words were coming out of his mouth, Peter wasn't even 
processing them. But his heart felt relieved. Some of his grief was lifted from his shoulders, 
all that indignation and deep sadness at being left behind. 


"Why did... why did you sneak out?" 


What could justify such a reckless action coming from Tony? It wasn't like him; nothing 
made sense anymore and Peter didn't know what to think about this situation at all. 


"God, Peter, I don't know... I... I just needed some rest." 


It took Peter a moment to process what his savior had just told him. For a solid minute he 
wondered if he hadn't misheard those words, maybe it was fatigue and emotional exhaustion 
playing tricks on him and making him hear all kinds of wrong things? He stared at Tony with 


a pleading expression on his young visage, desperate to get any kind of reaction, scrutinizing 
every twitch in the muscles of his tired, sagging face. 


Eventually, Peter had to route his mind to this sordid conclusion: Tony had indeed just told 
him what he thought he had told him. There was no misunderstanding. 


That information was a flame sliding down a wick, and once it joined the dynamite... he 
exploded. 


"What?!" 


Peter didn't like violence. The truth was, he hated bullies who used strength to force their 
emotions on others. But at this very moment he would have loved to salute the jaw of the 
man he loved with fist just to give a good impression of the flow of emotions that flared 
inside him. 


Fortunately, he didn't do it. Instead, he contented himself with shouting. "You went out 
because you wanted to 'rest'?! What is that supposed to mean?!" He clenched his fists so hard 
he could feel his nails digging into the tender flesh of his palms as Tony pinched the bridge of 
his nose. "Where?! Outside, in a world where the air you're meant to breathe in order to 
survive can also kill you in less than a minute?!" 


Since Tony didn't contradict him on this point, Peter assumed he was right. 


"I'm waiting for a rational explanation Tony, because honestly I refuse to swallow that you 
went out on a whim to - to what, again? Rest, is that right? Rest from what? From me? From 
this place?! Ah! You know what? Don't even answer that question, I'm not sure I want the 
answer. So, what? You came out despite all your big speeches about safety, about survival, 
about this shield and sword crap... it didn't mean anything to you?!" 


Occasionally Tony would look at him, and sometimes he wouldn't. His gaze was evasive, but 
also worn and annoyed. Now and then his nose was up, or to the left, then to the right. He 
looked like a guy who was trapped in the most boring discussion with no way to extract 
himself. His arms hung limply at his sides, and his shoulders were slumped as much as his 
visibly heavy eyelids. Peter noticed that a furrow was digging itself on Tony's forehead as the 
boy carried on with his inflammatory tirade. 


"Do you realize what you did, Tony?! Do you realize how dangerous, reckless, and... and 
how damn hypocritical that was?!" 


This seemed to get an ounce of the man's attention. Good. 


"You... you don't let me out, ever! I stay here all day, every day, all the time, because you 
won't let me go out supposedly because outside is not a playground... you won't let me go out 
when all I want is to be able to help you, that's all I want... and... and you go out to have the 
luxury of changing the landscape?" 


He paused briefly to catch his breath through the waterfall of tears behind which his face was 
blushing red. 


"That's not fair!" Peter added in a slightly more broken voice. 


Only then did Tony seem inclined to formulate a response. But his nostrils were flaring, and 
his lips curved into a disdainful scowl. 


"Jesus, Pete, don't talk to me about what's right or wrong and stop whining like a toddler. 
You're a grown man, damn it. Get a hold of yourself." The engineer strode confidently in the 
direction of the boy's trembling form. "You have an incredible knack for forgetting about 
things, don't you? It's the best damn trick you've learned to do since you came here. So why 
can't you just forget about this incident and leave me alone with your complaining, huh?" 


The words cut straight into the young survivor's heart, deeply and painfully. He flinched, both 
shocked and desperate. Peter wished he had misheard, but this time he knew he had heard 
every word quite correctly. 


Tt hurt. 


A flash of guilt crossed Tony's face, but it was already too late since the damage had already 
been done. There was no going back for that. 


"You're a fucking asshole... I can't believe you spent all this time lecturing me only to end up 
acting like the most immature of the two of us. You're selfish, and hypocritical, and... fuck, I 
can't even look at you anymore." 


He tore his stare away from him, this time being the one who couldn't sustain eye contact. 
Peter turned his head and stepped out of the way though Tony wasn't advancing past him as 
he'd been trying to do since coming out of the decontamination airlock; the engineer tried to 
reach for his wrist, but Peter quickly pulled out of his grasp to back away even further. 


"Peter-" 
"Don't touch me!" 
"Listen-" 


"No! I've listened to you long enough, you've said enough!" the boy snarled, incensed, 
clenching his teeth until they gritted between themselves. "I don't want to hear anything else 
out of you... You... I don't want to talk to you anymore. Leave me alone." 


With that, Peter rushed to the bathroom. He could hear Tony calling him just before he closed 
the door, but that didn't deter him. Peter locked himself inside where he could be isolated 
from what was causing him so much suffering and didn't come out of that room until many 
hours later once the tears on his cheeks had dried and his heart was too numb to keep 
rehashing Tony's words. Not until then. And even as the boy ventured to walk out of the 
bathroom, the same thought remained ingrained in his mind. 


He didn't want to talk to Tony anymore. He didn't feel like he could, it was a too big 
mountain to climb at the moment. 


Not a word. Not even a peep; he wished he could dig deeper underground to create his own 
cave and thereby escape his roommate. Unfortunately, this was not an option for him, so he 
took great care to act as if he were a lone soul residing within these cold walls. He tried to 
ignore Tony as best he could, even when the engineer tried to reach out to him which 
happened that evening when it was time to sleep and yet the boy lay down on the couch - 
furthest away from the big bed, his old mattress being in the resting area which was too close 
for his liking considering the circumstances. 


"Peter..." Tony sighed when he came to the top of the stairs and found his partner on the 
couch. When he had no sign of life, he decided to approach the boy with a muffled pace, 
crouching behind him as Peter faced the wall, and he placed a delicate hand over his shoulder 
only to be abruptly pushed away with a jerk. 


Whether out of desperation or stubbornness, the genius tried again, only to be dismissed in 
the same manner. 


"Fuck off. Don't touch me." 
"Baby... I didn't mean to alarm you, I'm sorry. I've been a fool. Come back with me?" 
No answer. Again. 


The air around them was cold, a fitting tribute to the stark tension that had built between 
them. 


Tony was back home, safe and sound, and that was indeed the one thing Peter was satisfied 
about. But right now, there was not a cell in the boy's entire body that was willing to show an 
ounce of leniency regarding the mechanic. Neither for his suicidal behavior, nor for those 
nasty words he had said to him. 


He didn't know when he'd be prone to forgive Tony - he didn't even know if he'd ever have 
the strength to do so - but until that time... he needed space, and quiet and... he needed 
everything but Tony, which he made known with a cold demeanor. 


"Sil-te-plait, ma petite colombe..." he heard whispering behind him, a bewitching wind that 
spiraled in the hollow of his ears in an attempt to infiltrate his brain and corrupt his mood. 
Honeyed words that were seconded by, again, a gentle hand on his shoulder. Would Tony 
ever give up? 


"Fuck. Off." 
From that other refusal, his roommate seemed intent on trying another technique. 


"What about the sleep paralysis, hm? You had an episode last month. What if it happens 
again? What if I can't hear you?" 


It was a problem the boy hadn't considered. But he didn't have the chance to do so anyway, 
not for a second to ponder it since Tony spoke up again to bring up a second argument. 


"What about the nightmares, huh? Huh? You've been having tons of them lately. What if you 
have a nightmare? You'll have nightmares without me." 


It was a low blow. Nevertheless, Peter didn't let fear throw him off. Anger was stronger than 
that. Eventually Tony figured it out and he withdrew with a final sigh to the big bed. No 
whispered "good night" today, and even less hugging, kissing, or sex. That was fine by Peter. 


During the first year in the bunker, the young survivor had discovered a lot about himself. Or 
should he say 'rediscovered'? Whatever. 


But he wasn't talking about his memories. 


Peter had rediscovered things about himself, him as Peter Parker. In particular his boundless 
and unflinching stubbornness. 


And... courage. A lot of courage, out of nowhere, unexpected and yet very useful in these 
difficult times. 


When Peter had informed his boyfriend that he refused to talk to him, he had not expected 
that this corrosive sentiment would dwell in his heart for two long weeks without abating. 
Standing up to Tony and holding his ground was hard and painful. It was a long road paved 
with temptations, temptations to concede, temptations to close his eyes and go back to a time 
when everything was fine because it was easier to cohabit together. 


He did not give in, though. He didn't break for him, even if he could sometimes die of envy. 
Because this time his anger deserved to be heard. No compromise allowed. 


His heart was aching, but Peter Parker was stubborn and that allowed him to hold on for a 
couple of weeks, until neither of them could take it anymore. The time for peace had come, 
Tony calmly and peacefully coming to request it one day as the boy was cooking his own 
lunch. 


The walkie-talkie buzzed next to him, and only then did Peter realize that the radio was not 
supposed to be on the kitchen counter. It was only when he heard it that he noticed it, and he 
understood that it had been placed there purposely in order to be seen and heard. This was 
even more obvious when he discerned Tony's voice coming out of the small device. 


"Hi, baby... I know you can hear me." He whispered, though Peter could hear his voice - his 
real voice - coming from the lab. 


He stared at the walkie-talkie for a while without moving, his eyes squinting and his heart 
racing. 


"As you know..." Tony cleared his throat. "/t's been a while since we've spoken. I was 
wondering if- if we could remedy this situation. What do you say, Peter?" 


This attempt to communicate was not the first, not in the last two weeks when the young 
survivor had been very careful to disregard him in every way possible. But this time, Peter's 
heart was listening. His weary heart led him to play along with his lover's game. 


"Pete? I know I must look like a poor guy on the brink of the abyss, and, and this is not a very 
glorious image for me, but I was hoping we could still give each other a chance to get 
through this- damn it." The signal stopped for a moment. Peter heard the real Tony sniffed. 
"Sorry. Is it too soon?" 


Dragging out the suspense would have been cruel, so Peter brought the radio close to his 
mouth though his hand shook in the process. 


"Tony." 
He could no longer appear distant, even to fake it. 


"Petey... sweetheart." He sounded so relieved. "God, it's good to hear your voice. I've missed 
it so much, you have no idea how much." 


Peter smiled, and for some reason he was sure Tony could hear his smile. "I know. I'm sorry." 
"You have no reason to be sorry, petit coeur. You had every right to feel angry." 
"It's more than that, Tony. I... I feel betrayed." 


Standing in front of the sink in which he was washing the precious radishes he had harvested, 
Peter gripped the radio combine more tightly. He struggled with a sharp twinge in his heart. 


"You don't act according to your words or your own rules. You expect me to be compliant, 
but... but you're not exactly setting the best example." 


Tony waited a few seconds to finally answer. "J don't think there's an explanation you'd be 
satisfied with, because the truth is that I deviated from the established rules for personal, 
selfish reasons. I did. It's just that- I'm... I'm suffocating. It must seem like a poor excuse to 
you considering all the constraints I've put you through so far, and I can only admit that and 
understand your anger. I used what I thought was a privilege to flee for a while. I swear I 
always planned to come back... I'm sorry I was unfair and made you suffer." 


They kept talking with the walkies; it was easier that way, after all this time. 


"Was it... was it that you wanted to get away from me? Was it me who made you feel like you 
were in a cage?" Peter asked hesitantly even as he feared he would get a bitter answer. 


A fond laugh. 


"Oh, baby... no, never. Never." 


The boy's shoulders slumped heavily as he sighed, feeling the relief take away some of his 
distress. It didn't cure all his ills, but nevertheless he was glad to hear Tony say those words. 


As they spoke, Peter's tongue loosened as did the engineer's until this strange scene looked 
like a real conversion if they forgot the walkie-talkies. After a while, they didn't even use 
them and instead used their voices, speaking louder to be heard from one room to the other, 
Peter approaching the stairs step by step and he guessed that Tony was doing the same 
downstairs since his voice was getting closer too. Both were getting into the game, both were 
working together. 


"Can you promise me that you'll never leave without saying goodbye again? Promise me 
you'll never leave me." Peter pleaded, his back pressed just before the corner of the wall that 
led to the stairs. Tony was two steps down. They couldn't see each other yet, but they got 
along just fine. 


"It will never happen again, I give you my word. I'll never let you go." 


The man's hopeful tone managed to put red in Peter's cheeks. He wanted to run into his 
boyfriend's arms, but... not yet. Just a little longer. 


"You told me you wanted to... flee. What upset you so much that you exposed yourself 
outside?" 


"I wanted to meditate on what you told me. Do you remember? About food, about our 
resources." 


Peter remembered that, indeed. And he also remembered how vehemently Tony had brushed 
aside each of his warnings whenever the subject had been subtly evoked. 


Over time, Peter had come to the conclusion that Tony had been upset that he had discovered 
the real danger threatening their supplies. Perhaps because he didn't want the young survivor 
to concern himself with the inevitable that would sooner or later knock on their door to make 
them miserable and starve, or perhaps because he wanted to take care of the problem himself; 
in fact, Peter wasn't sure of anything with him anymore because Tony remained a complete 
enigma. One thing for sure - in this story was that according to the boy's observations, they 
would soon run out of the essentials. He knew this by examining Tony's maps, by studying 
the perimeters explored, the places looted and emptied, and by the length of time it took his 
lover to return to him on each expedition. It was a fact: they would shortly run out of food. 


Now that he was thinking about it, Tony was the one who was likely to be more aware of it 
since he was the one who would go out and come back to fill their shelves. He couldn't deny 
that fact. So, was it the reason he had gone out in the first place? 


"I always blame you when the situation is critical and you are conscious of it, which is not 
really fair of me. I actually felt guilty that I couldn't spare you from this trouble. You have so 
many worries already... I can't bear the idea of you being unhappy. God, I can't. But that 


doesn't give me the right to make decisions for us on my own, let alone leave you here by 
yourself whenever I feel like it." 


Unsure of what to do of this confession, Peter simply shifted his weight from one foot to the 
other while staring at the cold concrete floor. Two distinct feelings were mixing in his head. 
First and hardest to admit was an unprecedented satisfaction, the one that lulls you when it is 
finally announced who is wrong, and who is right. Peter enjoyed being right, he enjoyed 
hearing Tony apologize and acknowledge that he had spent a lot of time silencing the boy's 
voice in favor of his own. The mechanic was acting as if he was the only one who could 
make decisions within the shelter, and Peter was starting to get sick of it. But beyond that 
satisfaction, there was a part of him that was greatly distressed to hear Tony mention what 
kind of plague was hanging over their heads. They had a real problem. 


Admitting it was one thing. Fixing it was another. 


"I need you, Peter, more than anything in this world. I may not have shown it properly and 
I'm sorry for that, but I hope, I keep hoping, that you might forgive me." Tony pronounced 
solemnly. 


Peter had not an ounce of resistance after that. Even if he had, the temptation was too intense. 
So, he rounded the corner and leapt down the two stairs to throw himself into the arms of the 
man he adored. The embrace was mutual and happy. Lots of little kisses scattered in his hair, 
and hands touching him as if he were the most precious thing in the world. 


If he had listened to himself, Peter would probably have burst into tears. All this time without 
human interaction was a long ordeal that he had been able to overcome only thanks to his 
anger - now that it had evaporated, he only had this longing and this deep loneliness left. He 
needed Tony. 


He snuggled up to his boyfriend a little more, lovingly and willingly, as Tony whispered a 
bunch of sweet nothings in his ear. Thus, they gently rocked back and forth with closed eyes 
and a wistful smile on their lips, enjoying this moment as long as possible, savoring every 
second and then the minutes that followed. 


Eventually they parted but not before a sweet kiss, with a little bump of their nose. Tony was 
the one who expressed his desire to prolong this magic. He leaned his face against the young 
survivor's again with an imploring sigh, until he collected another kiss, although this time 
longer, deeper. 


"God, I've missed this..." Tony whispered against his mouth, just before sucking on Peter's 
bottom lip with a distinct appetite. 


Me too, Peter mused. But he shared that thought with a moan filled with lust. The same flame 
of passion shone in their eyes and the embrace tightened a little. 


The next hour was spent in their big bed. 


Once reconciled the worries were almost all vanished. Almost. That was precisely the point 
Tony brought up as they were catching their breath, the engineer lying on his back with one 


arm folded behind his neck and Peter's cheek against his pectoral, both looking exhausted and 
delighted. 


"Are you okay?" 


"Better." The teen sighed contentedly as he drew meaningless patterns on his lover's sweaty 
skin with the tip of his index finger. "I'm glad I got you back." 


Tony laughed tenderly before pressing a kiss against his forehead. "Me too." 


Maybe a part of Peter was supposed to feel guilty for giving his mate the silent treatment, 
but... he didn't feel terrible about it. It felt right and faire to have shown Tony what it was like 
to be neglected and ignored when they were supposed to be looking out for each other and 
telling everything to each other considering the circumstances they were forced to survive in. 
He hoped with all his heart that it had been a good lesson for both of them, because Peter 
didn't know if he would stand to go through that experience a second time, or even forgive 
his savior. Even if the reunion under the pillow was very appreciable - sex had its limits. 


"So... you had a second thought about what I said, right? You think we should move?" Peter 
asked. 


His voice seemed to pull Tony out of his drowsiness. "Maybe not, at least not yet. We can 
hold out here for a while longer, a long while, and it's all going to depend on future 
expeditions. I'm confident that our inventory will be enough for us, and I know that you more 
than anyone know it like the back of your hand." 


They exchanged a knowing and amused glance. 


However, the expression on the young survivor's face changed dramatically at Tony's next 
announcement. 


"I'm gonna go on an expedition, Peter." 


His skin turned pale at first, and then his smile disappeared to give way to a heavily 
discomfited expression. He knew Tony didn't have to watch him to sense the horror that was 
settling over his face. 


"I kept thinking about your project. I mean... the one we've been working on lately. At first... 
I just wanted to give you a bone to chew on, because I thought it was good for you to have a 
purpose. I know this because... because you told me so - remember? But then I realized how 
right your analysis of our reserves and the perimeters of the map already explored was. So, I 
ran away. I thought about it, I looked for a solution, and the only solution that came up every 
time was your own words." 


Peter could hardly do anything but breathe, with his large brown eyes riveted on Tony's lips 
which moved as he explained what was on his mind. 


"There are bunkers a little further south just like when we worked on them. You already 
know about them, since you were the one who created the list. It's unlikely that bombs were 


dropped on these shelters... it's worth a shot, though. The radioactivity is jamming the 
satellites, and F.R.I.D.A.Y. can't reach them, but that doesn't rule out the possibility that there 
might be survivors and maybe even... more. That's what I aspire to find up there on all those 
sites to visit." 


If Peter appeared serene, nodding patiently at times, he was actually the exact opposite in his 
mind. It was loud and hectic, and beyond that. His mind became stormy and disordered with 
each additional word that left his boyfriend's mouth. But to this was added a sweet euphoria 
that led him to keep quiet and listen as carefully as his racing heart would allow, being a tad 
curious about the outcome of this conversation. 


And although Tony sounded confident in his monologue, Peter detected a hesitant gleam in 
his dark orbs every time the man shot him a brief glance. He convinced himself, however, 
that it was best if he didn't interfere for the time being, so Peter gave his lover enough time to 
come to his conclusion despite the unsure feeling that lurked quietly in his stomach. 


Finally, Tony cut his ramblings short and exhaled all his intentions at once. "I agree to 
embark on the Great Expedition Project." 


A project that would involve Peter having to reside within this bunker by himself for an 
entire month. 


The Last Month 
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Hi guys! 


Life has been rich in work, for which I am grateful insofar as I have the chance to do 
what I love, but as you can see it is more difficult for me to be regular in the frequency 
of my publications. 


Nevertheless, I hope that your interest in my plot has not waned, because here is the 
continuation that, I hope, you have been waiting for as eagerly as I have! 


One month. 


That was the time Tony was given for the Great Expedition. It was also the time which 
separated them from their final reunion as soon as Tony had crossed the door of their shelter. 
One month. 


"I'll miss you." Peter could still hear himself say in the hollow of his lover's ear during their 
last embrace. 


The worst part of this plan was the painful fact that every detail had been conceived and 
polished by him alone. It didn't matter how much they both needed it and how much it might 
change their lives; the raw wound it carved in the tender flesh of his heart was unbearable. 
Although it was for the greater good, Peter still felt bruised. 


A whole month. One month, with no company but his own in that concrete hole hidden in the 
depths of the Earth. 


"I'll be fine, don't worry about me," Tony had assured between two tender kisses. 


He had taken such diligent care to convince Tony to leave for the scheme he had all mapped 
out. Both of them, together, had packed his bag. Feeling useful and supportive, Peter had 
obediently brought Tony's belongings to his man one by one for him to pack, trying to appear 
proud and confident. They slept together, after that. And then he was gone. 


From then on, Peter would spend every night with his nose buried in his precious 
companion's pillow, hoping to snuggle with Tony's remains while he could still breathe in his 
scent against the fabric thinned by wear. He would meticulously remind himself in those long 
hours in solitary that he was the one who had orchestrated this. Sometimes the hours of 
darkness were easier to endure when he managed to trick his heart with those bewitching 
perfume, and sometimes the hours lengthened until they left a taste of eternity on his tongue. 
Otherwise, there was the salty taste of his tears dying at the curve of his lonely lips, widowed 
by kisses. 


"Tam strong. I'll wait for you to come back." 


At first, it had been easy to imagine that he would be up to the challenge. It had been easy to 
convince himself that he could overcome this extreme isolation, because all he had done was 
repeat over and over again that, yes, he could. Yes, Tony could count on him. It was once 
again what he had always dreamed of: an opportunity to prove himself, and contribute to the 
survival of humanity, reveling in the trust his lover placed in him. But, stories always have a 
"but". His was riddled with them. 


Communications were interrupted once the first week was over. 


In a matter of days Peter found himself deprived of the voice of his soulmate, the only thing 
that kept the madness of loneliness at bay. No rational thought was able to assuage his darkest 
fears when Tony stopped talking to him in the evenings over the walkie-talkie, even though it 
had been a solemn promise they had made to each other. It had been predictable, though. 
Those radios weren't designed to work over extended distances, let alone through a 
radioactive blizzard. And Tony was far, far away from him, far from home. Probably farther 
from the bunker than he had ever been since the bombardment, farther than any expedition 
since Peter had shared these walls with him. He was right where Peter had sent him. 


There was nothing he could do about the distance. 


Once fear began to take hold, it was hard to imagine uprooting this scourge that infiltrated his 
veins like weeds. Soon, even his bravest thoughts were invaded by this poison, and corrupted 
by doubt and all sorts of cowardly musings. 


It was a shame to admit it — and he didn't until he had suffered many bouts of anguish — but 
there was no longer any question of waiting bravely for the triumph of his savior. Courage 
had deserted him, it was inevitable, and now he was only waiting for the moment when Tony 
would be back for him. His hopes were engorged with selfishness. 


Peter would have given everything he owned to go and find the man he was in love with, let 
alone to leave this place with Tony. There were many occasions where he would despise 
himself for even thinking that way, but... Oh, he would leave with no regrets if he had the 
chance, far from the darkness, far from the depths of the earth to live in the daylight with his 
lover. 


But, as the days went by, that dream also wore out. Soon, Peter was living only in the hope of 
seeing the door of the bunker open. Ten days passed, then fifteen. Two weeks, alone. 


Where was Tony while he was chewing his nails until he could taste the bitterness of iron in 
his mouth? Where was his partner as he wasted away despite F.R.I.D.A.Y.'s repeated and 
insistent encouragement to bring food to his system? Was Tony safe and sound? Was he 
alive? Was he getting closer to their objective? 


The same litany of questions probed his mind. Over and over again. 


A torrent of arguments and reasonings assailed him at all hours of the day and night, and the 
lure of a happy ending drained away like the wax from a long-forgotten candle. Soon the 
flame would be extinguished. Sixteenth day. Then seventeenth. No sign of Tony, and none to 
look forward to for another ten days if their plans unfolded as agreed. Peter's fingers were 
sore despite the small remaining fingernails on them due to the relentless assault of his teeth, 
which were gnawing at them as ferociously as the anguish was devouring him from the 
inside. 


"Peter," interjected the gentle voice of the artificial intelligence on the morning of the 
twentieth day. "Boss brought back canned peaches from his last expedition, remember?" 


His silence lingered. 
"You love them." F.R.I.D.A.Y. insisted. 


No matter how hard he closed his eyes and tried, he could not convince himself that Tony 
was there with him, persuading him to eat. Even if those were Tony's words - he didn't doubt 
it for a second — Peter felt even more alone if that were possible. It was a painful reminder of 
the real silence that was suffocating him. 


With a weary sigh the young survivor rubbed his tired face. He wasn't hungry at all. 


Somehow, as if F.R.I.D.A.Y. was reading his thoughts, she prompted again. "Boss wouldn't 
like to know you're starving yourself." 


No, it was true, Peter pondered with a small, faded smirk. If he was there Tony would only 
leave him in peace after he made sure he had something in his stomach. [fhe was there. And 
he wasn't. But... Peter had promised him he wouldn't let himself pine away. 


Traitor, his stomach rumbled loudly when two minutes back a sip of water would have made 
him gag. 


"Fri', can you locate Tony's walkie-talkie?" 
"I'm afraid not, mini-boss." 


Of course. A very futile query that brought him anything but comfort. So there would be 
another meal without the company of his beloved savior. One more, or one less... he tried to 
soothe himself by imagining that it wouldn't change his grief - even though in reality it was 
another stone landing in the bottomless pit of his despair. 


Still, he had to eat. 


"I'll make some pasta." 

"That sounds like a wonderful idea!" F.R.I.D.A.Y. rejoiced. 

It wasn't much, but somehow Peter appreciated the effort. 

"I'll recommend you eat some lentils to balance your protein intake." 
"Yes, mom." 

Jesus. 


F.R.I.D.A.Y. could be his best ally or his worst nightmare — it depended on the day, and the 
occasion. But, above all, she protected him from madness. In a way, she was like a nagging 
babysitter he couldn't get rid of but still carried in a corner of his heart. Tony should have 
named her "Karen", that would have done the trick, the boy mused while watching the 
bubbles gather on the surface of the water he had put on the fire. 


As soon as he settled into the couch with his plate on his lap and was about to pour a 
generous amount of ketchup on the macaroni, the robotic voice of the artificial intelligence 
chimed in once again. 


"Boss has forbidden you to put ketchup in your pasta, he proclaimed it to be a crime against 
humanity." 


He grinned. "Lucky for me he's not here, then." 


"I'm programmed to keep him informed of your 'obscene deviances.' Boss will know what 
you've done." 


"As long as he comes back to me, you can report me all you want." 


And so, he poured the sauce into his meal, even more than he had first considered. Maybe 
Tony would thoroughly spank his naughty ass for it, he fantasized pensively with a 
mischievous smile. 


When he got back. 


Peter decreed that today was better than yesterday. It was one less day of waiting for Tony to 
return, and it was also a day without anxiety attacks. Thus, he hoped to have a better night 
than the last couple of nights, with a few less nightmares and more rest. Was this aspiring 
beyond the realm of possibility? 


In the end, the boy tried not to torture himself with this question. Sleep tended to come to him 
at any time of the day, evening or morning. He took what he could get, even if the bed 
seemed to be cold and foreign to him anyway without the arms of his lover to wrap him 
lovingly. 


He managed to eat more than half of his plate before he got sick of it, not that his stomach 
could take much more anyway. 


Afterwards he lit a candle and let it burn on the corner of the coffee table, right next to his 
design plans and tools that he had clumsily piled up earlier that day. Tony would kill him if 
he consumed another full battery of flashlights before he returned, so candles were an 
economical alternative. Plus... 


They hurt his eyes less. He wasn't fond of vivid light, lately. 


"Still trying to give that MP3 a second life? Some would call that clinical stubbornness. 
Should I schedule an appointment with a psychiatrist?" 


"Right away the fancy words, huh," he articulated with a screwdriver between his teeth. "It's 
a healthy fixation. Curiosity and patience are great qualities, Fri'. You shouldn't judge me so 
ruthlessly." 


Her quietness sounded almost like a human laugh. At least, that's what he imagined. It was 
more pleasant that way. 


As he put his little hands to work tinkering, his thoughts would suddenly mutate into a 
concentrated and restful silence similar to a hive of scattered bees plunging into winter's 
dormancy. 


With squinted eyes, all his attention was focused on the small device that was deboned on the 
table in front of him. Peter arched his back a little more with his tongue between his lips, and 
swore when he pinched himself with the pair of small pliers. And he continued, lulled by the 
complexity of his work. The pain was good, it kept him focused on his task. Tony would be 
glad to get to use his MP3 once again, and that's precisely what led the young survivor to 
spend a handful of hours on this new little project. 


The fire was what pulled him out of his activity. 
As unexpected and disastrous as the bombings. 


It wasn't his fault - not really. It was just a stupid, mere misplaced elbow as he shifted to find 
a more agreeable position. The candle fell soundlessly onto the couch, and the blanket burst 
into flames within seconds. He spotted the light out of the corner of his eye first, and then felt 
the warmth near his arm. 


"Fuck!" Peter pestered as he jerked back. 


The couch was catching fire. Giant flames were already rising high, darkening the wall 
behind with soot and menacing shadows. The boy gazed at the scene in both horror and 
bewilderment. 


"Peter! You're standing too close to the fire, you need to back off!" F.R.I.D.A.Y.'s alarmed 
voice suddenly echoed through the bunker. 


He barely stepped back, still mesmerized by what he was witnessing. Peter realized he didn't 
dare to budge, because the couch was going up in smoke; the very same couch he'd woken up 


during his first day here, the same couch he'd spent so many nights on, the same couch where 
he and Tony used to cuddle. There were tons of memories sewn into that couch. 


He didn't want Tony to come home to this desolation. It was a part of their home. 


"F-Fri', tell me what I can do!" he cried, waving his arms, snapping out of his torpor. "Tell 
me! Hurry! I gotta do something!" 


"You have to seek refuge and wait for the fire to go out! Don't stay near the flames, the fumes 
could asphyxiate you\" 


"No!" he refused with a voice on the verge of despair. "I have to do something!" he repeated. 


His favorite blanket was reduced to fire. Peter thought that if he could smother the flames 
now, while he still could, then maybe he could more easily control the rest of the blaze. 
Maybe even save the sofa he loved so much. 


However, the searing pain that erupted in his palm as he grabbed the fabric was intense 
enough to hinder his reckless momentum. The fire was spreading far too quickly, and the 
dense, black smoke was beginning to rise high in the bunker. 


"Fuck! Holy shit, fuck!" Peter growled as he backed up until he bumped into the round 
kitchen table. 


The blanket he had dropped kept burning on the floor in a charred heap. 
"Peter, look out! The rugs!" 

The rugs, and all the carpets. 

Those fuckers. 

"Oh, shit!" 


It was as if a bed made of straw connected the fires to the rest of the bunker; from the couch 
to the bed, to the plantation of radishes and beans, to the chest of drawers and the small 
wooden bookcase. Far more rugs than would have fit in the entire shelter, but Peter still 
vividly remembered all the times he'd requested Tony to fetch them from his expeditions 
since he used to think it was fan¢y. He had wanted to decorate their home to make it a 
somewhat warmer and more pleasant place for them, even though it would have been a poor 
diversion compared to the reality. Now this home was being devoured by the incandescent 
sea. 


Oh, God. What had he done? 


"F.R.I.D.A.Y.!" Peter implored as a strong wave of dizziness made him stagger. "It's too 
hot..." 


He was barely able to catch the A.I.'s response, his gaze drifted to the vents, whose flames 
were getting dangerously close. His mind was already clouded by a noticeable disorientation, 


but he was nevertheless able to realize that things were only becoming worse. Soon he would 
be unable to breathe. There would be no purified air to oxygenate his burning lungs. Soon he 
would be dead, either from the fire or from the toxic fumes. 


The fire was now everywhere in the upper part of the bunker, eager to destroy everything in 
its entirety, until only red-hot stone would remain. With a lump in his throat and struggling 
against impending nausea, Peter used his last bit of strength to stumble to the main door of 
the bunker, away from the flames, away from the carpets and the pain. Yet the smoke 
billowed up to him, enveloping his body in a deadly cloak as dark as the darkness into which 
he threatened to sink if he lingered here. 


He had to get out of here. He had to leave. Quickly. 


His sweaty little hands tightly grabbed the red handle and gave it a sharp tug. The door 
remained high and closed. The result appeared the same when he attempted a second time, 
and eventually a third. The boy began to pull frantically, shaking the heavy metal and soon 
hitting the glass with his fists. 


"Damn it, F.R.I.D.A.Y.! Unlock the damn door!" 


A horrible thought compressed the young survivor's stomach. What if she had been 
damaged? He wanted to reassure himself, to convince himself that there was no reason for 
the flames to have made their way to the steel walls of the lab below, but the fear was 
growing too, almost as voracious as the fire that would soon kill him. So he pulled harder, 
until he heard the iron creak under his grip. The heat was coming from behind, creeping 
silently. Peter could feel the big drops of sweat beading on his forehead. 


"Please, Fri'! Please... I don't want to die!" 


Not like this. He didn't deserve such an atrocious death. He was a good person, he knew that. 
Where would Tony go if his shelter was destroyed? 


A cruel death, sneered a sly voice in his mind. 
A death alongside the screams of agony and fear. 
"Immediate evacuation required. Opening doors." 


The next moment the decontamination chamber opened with an audible beep, just as Peter's 
right sleeve was licked by the red flames. A shrill cry passed his lips, pain and fright mixed 
as he rushed into the other room, and he sprawled on the floor. Briefly, it was as if he could 
not breathe. With his mouth wide open, he used his heels to push himself back and retreat as 
far as he could. The toxic smoke followed him. 


A first coughing fit allowed him to recover a few gulps of air, a very weak consolation while 
he was struggling in the middle of this hell. Peter slapped his arm until the flames 
disappeared before getting up between two miserable complaints. 


He was blocked, and he was aware of it. 


A cornered rat was a dead rat. Within a matter of minutes the vapors would have seeped into 
his lungs until they choked out every ounce of life in him. Nausea mingled with dizziness, 
and his eyes drooped. 


A glance between the door that he had never crossed and the pyre that awaited him permitted 
him to decide. 


Peter did not force the macabre choice between death by radioactivity or death by fire into his 
mind, although he understood what was waiting for him on the surface. In either case, he 
could feel the steel of the guillotine biting the back of his neck. But as long as he still had the 
possibility, Peter wanted to choose the option of survival and flee as long as he had strength, 
as long as there was a chance to take refuge in the arms of the man who would protect him 
from dread and suffering. 


The instinct to survive pulsed intensely in his arms as he climbed the iron ladder on the other 
side of the outer airlock door. The air was still thick and warm surrounding him, making him 
ascend faster as he went up the meters. Those meters that had separated him from the outside 
world for so long, the ones that had protected him from a fatal fate until now. 


Flashes of horror blinded him. 


He was going to see the dead world. Dust and ashes, destruction and desolation. How many 
minutes was he going to last before the contamination became lethal and made him vomit his 
own heart out? 


"Come on... come on, Peter, come on... you can do it." He sniffed as his hands poked a stone 
surface at the very top of the ladder, scanning eagerly in the obscurity for what might be a 
handle. "Please." 


Was it going to be painful? Was he going to die screaming? 


When Peter felt his fingers sink into a small cavity, he grabbed with all the strength he 
possessed - as meager as it was - the handle and pushed with a heavy grunt. 


Please. 
The light blinded him. Bright and white, warm and real. 


Hauling himself out of that hole like a half-dead spider, the teenager dragged his body across 
the ground in a sweat-soaked mass, coughing, crying his eyes out, and coughing again and 
again, until his lungs felt like they were doing their job on their own again. 


But the light was still too unpleasant to face. More than once Peter had to try again before he 
managed to open an eye. Succinctly, he feared that he would discover that the whole world 
was also on fire - because of him, somehow. But he managed to open a second eye and adjust 
to the brightness, although it was a long and uncomfortable process. He blinked several 
times, and looked up at the sky. 


An ocean of pure blue stretched endlessly. 


No ugly gray clouds or showers of ash. Instead, a shining, healthy sky, with a ball of fire high 
above his head that was already warming his confinement-tarnished skin. 


It was beautiful. Peter, however, stared too long at what he dared to recognize as the sun, and 
soon he had to close his eyes and divert his gaze. It was too vivid. Nothing compared to the 
darkness from below. 


Taking a deep breath, the boy studied his surroundings. 


He looked for the ruins and the collapsed towers of New York. He looked for the pulverized 
roads and the carcasses of cars. He looked for the world Tony had described to him a 
thousand times, the remnants of what had once been home. 


But the sight before him was different from anything he had ever imagined. None of the 
drawings he had absentmindedly scribbled during a day steeped in boredom came close to 
what was unfolding before his eyes. 


As he stood up, he discovered that the strange texture that was tickling his naked feet was 
nothing more than a thick carpet of green grass. The grass was wet with fresh dew, 
everywhere, as far as the eye could see, and the green all around went up to the sky, just as 
high as he ventured to look. These were not skyscrapers, they were trees. Sturdy, leafy 
branches, dense conifers that wriggled under the assault of a warm, gentle wind. Peter could 
smell the delicate scent of pine trees, something that only now he remembered having 
forgotten. And yet it seemed as real as the song of the water sloshing against the pebbles at 
the edge of the lake that he could make out with his own eyes, barely twenty meters from the 
position he remained petrified in. 


A wooden cottage stood on the shore. 
And despite all this, Peter was still confused about the grass. 


Now that his feet were playing in the little green clumps, he realized that he had also 
forgotten how soft and pleasant it could be. Had he even done this once in his life, before, 
when he was younger and happier? Maybe, he reflected with wistful bitterness, maybe there 
had once been a picnic with Aunt May and Uncle Ben. But there wasn't supposed to be any 
grass today. The grass hadn't grown since the bombing. 


And, God, the air. The air. 
When did the air start smelling that good? It smelled like freedom. 


Peter inhaled, his whole little body quivering. He breathed in, reveling in the knowledge that 
it was air from outside and not air infinitely recycled by technological ventilation. If these 
were his last breaths, then he intended to savor every last one of them, to savor them greedily 
and to accept the radioactivity in his system. 


The pain didn't come, so he continued to breathe and play with the grass that tangled between 
his toes. This decision came down to one simple fact: he liked the feeling. It felt wonderful. 


Was it a vicious dream, or was it the death that had befallen him while he had tried so hard to 
escape the fire? Peter had never suspected death to be so peaceful and merciful. 


A glance towards the wooden house initiated his first steps in that direction. It would take 
him less than a minute to reach the steps of the porch, and yet it was the longest distance he 
would have walked in a year of living underground. Peter couldn't decide whether this 
thought terrified him or encouraged him to take bigger strides. 


But then it came. 


Like a star shooting at lightning speed, like a missile bursting through the clouds, a beam as 
bright as it was noisy crashed massively in front of him. The impact shattered the ground and 
the shockwave threw Peter on his ass as a shower of dirt and gravel pelted him. 


A sinister figure in the center of the freshly breached crater slowly rose from its crouched 
position, red and gold armor lined with a menacing aura whose piercing stare made its way to 
the teen's frame. 


Even in the height of confusion Peter could recognize the characteristic features of his 
favorite hero. 


His heart began to beat wildly as he faced Iron Man. 


Tall and intimidating, the shining suit took a step forward. Peter hurried to assess his feelings, 
questioning the sudden fear that was gathering over his entire being, and even more that 
horrible feeling of impending disaster. If his mind was aware that something was wrong, then 
his heart wanted to chase away any trace of rationality. 


The hairs on the back of his neck stood up. 
Danger. 


"You should never have come out, Peter." Grumbled the chilling voice of his savior through 
the helmet. 
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At most, ten seconds elapsed during which neither Peter nor Tony pronounced any sound at 
all. Not a single word appeared to be ready to pass their lips. They were gauging each other, 
mutually anticipating the worst or the conceivable, all of this in a silence that was dragging 
unpleasantly. 


Peter scrutinized the armor with his two big brown eyes, stunned and completely disoriented. 
There was only the metallic creaking of the suit's joints to occasionally break the quietude, 
until Tony finally volunteered to initiate an approach towards him. While the armor's 
menacing gaze pierced Peter to his very soul, pinning him to the ground, the man's voice was 
coated with an incomparable softness. 


"Pete? Are you alright?" 


The boy gulped, though it was like swallowing a pebble with sharp angular edges. 


"Tony." 


That was all he managed to extract from his lungs. The one and only word he had the 
strength to keep in his mouth. But it was like a breath released from the aftermath of a terrible 
blow to the stomach, almost as jerky and painful. 


Tony stepped forward, the machinery of his armor audible, and his steps heavy on the grass 
he trampled. Two hands were slowly raised in token of surrender. 


"It's okay, Peter. Okay? Just look at me. Only me." 


But Peter's eyes were already drifting to the world around them, to the green trees and the 
small house in the background at the edge of the lake. He was on his feet in an instant, his 
breath quick and frantic. Something was wrong. In fact, everything was wrong. Nothing he 
could hear or see made sense. From the moment he had crawled out of the bunker his whole 
world had ceased to be rational. 


The last time he had experienced a sensation as similar as this was when he had woken up 
underground in the bowels of their shelter. He still remembered deep in his bones the feeling 
of helplessness and vulnerability that had inhabited him. So, briefly he wondered if 
something had actually changed since that day, or if it had just been utopia to believe it. 


"Baby?" 


The boy spun around awkwardly, tripping at least once with his own feet. The sound of a 
chirping bird fluttering above his head startled him. 


"Am I dreaming?" he somehow managed to inquire. 


In a second the armor vanished, and Tony found himself facing him, hands still raised, 
moving slowly. He looked like he was trying to tame a wild cat. Still, Peter remained 
unnerved because of the trees. Because of the abundant amount of grass. Because of all the 
life springing up all around him. 


This wasn't right. This wasn't how things were supposed to be. 


"Tony," he hiccupped, his face as pale as the walls of their bunker. "What the hell is this? I-I 
don't understand." 


He noticed that Tony had approached, he was trying to catch his desperate gaze but the 
teenager simply could not focus. Applying himself to it was painful and his whole being 
refused to do so. Peter was looking for an explanation when everything around him was 
chaos and disorder. It was a giant masquerade. 


Two large hands on his shoulders anchored him briefly to reality, but no longer than a blink 
of an eye. A nervous laugh hung at the edges of his lips. 


"T don't understand!" 


"Hey, hey, shhh, it's okay, it's all right, trust me." He heard Tony comforting him, his thumbs 
gently massaging the growing tension in his shoulders. 


He was shaking. His hands, his arms, his chin - he was holding back tears. 


"No, Tony, no-" he grabbed his lover's wrists. "-please. This isn't real. It can't be." 


Despite the horrible fire that had broken out in their home, Peter still remembered vividly that 
he was forbidden to be above ground. Everything here was harmful to him and his pretty 
lungs - that's what Tony used to tell him all the time in between tender kisses on his forehead. 
This world was dangerous, and deadly, and cruel. Yet he couldn't fight the euphoria that 


vibrated in his heart. Peter felt like a flower just waiting to bloom in the fresh air under a mild 
sun after a horrific life of quarantine. 


He could barely realize that he had survived a second time in his life in the fire, and he 
realized even harder that he was standing outside. 


"Shh," Tony continued to whisper comfortingly, the grip on the boy's shoulders gently 
firming as he guided him back to his steps. 


"Tony. Zony. Look...it's-it's grass." Peter pointed to the ground. 


"Yes, baby. It is." 


"It's grass." 


"Yes. Come on." 


A strong arm was placed over his shoulders and Tony was now walking close by his side, his 
eyes on his petite, trembling stature. 


Only now his mind seemed to catch on to some details. 


"Tony," he breathed, panic-stricken. "Where is your equipment?" 


He got no answer. 


"Tony, wait-where's your gas mask? Did you lose it?" Peter tried to look around, though his 
savior kept pushing him forward. "Did you drop it? Wait! You have to find it, you-you have 
to-" 


"It's all right." 


It didn't feel like it, though. Tony's jaw tensed as Peter felt his neck tingle relentlessly. His 
whole being was throbbing against something he couldn't quite put his finger on yet. He 
wished he could alert Tony about it, explain to him how something felt amiss and that they 
should be on their guard. 


A faint scent of ash came back to haunt the boy's lungs, causing him to realize where he was 
being led. Tony was ushering him toward the hatch he had emerged from after climbing the 
ladder just a few minutes back. 


"Tony-" 


"It's okay." 


"Wait " 


"Trust me." 


His body shuddered against it. He was struggling to get away from whatever was giving him 
that awful feeling. 


"Tony, no! The fire..." 


With those words, they halted. Peter could not help a veil of tears that suddenly flooded his 
eyes. 


"I've... oh, Tony, I'm so sorry. I've done a really bad thing." 


It was all his fault. How was he supposed to announce to his partner that he had destroyed 
their home because of a mere accident? Tony was going to hate him for this. Damn it, how 
could he be so clumsy? Shame choked him almost as much as did the smoke from the fire. 


Tony's black orbs plunged into his eyes as they faced each other again. A new wave of nausea 
constricted the boy's stomach. 


"It was an a-accident, I swear. I never meant to do that, I would never-" 


A litany of apologies rolled off his lips as Tony pressed an infinitely soft kiss against his 
temple. "The fire's gone, baby. F.R.I.D.A.Y. activated a fire protocol under my order. It's safe 
for you to return to our house." 


Peter sniffled loudly as his lover now kissed his sweaty forehead. A warm hand caught his. 


"Come on." 


With another tug on his hand, Peter yielded a few steps though he felt dizzy. The grass 
beneath his feet was getting shorter and sparser as they approached the iron trapdoor. 


"I didn't mean to." Peter hiccupped once more. 


"I know, sweetheart. You did nothing wrong, nothing on purpose, and nothing I can't fix. I 
promise you'll never be in danger again, okay? I'll protect you even better than before." 


Peter could not grasp the meaning of his words. His mind was exhausted, and deeply numb. 
Nevertheless, his fear remained sharp and alert. 


Without a second thought, he marked his first resistance when only a few meters separated 
them from their destination. Tony tugged slightly, with a worried frown. 


"Babe? We've got to get back. It's not safe here." 


"This-" 


He sniffed. 


"This isn't right, Tony. You shouldn't be here." 


"Pete, the entrance is right there. See? Right there. Let's go inside and talk, shall we? You 
must be so tired, ma pauvre colombe." 


A gentle tug on his hand. Again. Peter withstood it. 


"No... no. Tony, I-where is..." 


His breath seemed to lose all sense of coordination. The older man stepped closer to cup his 
face between his large hands. 


"Hey, no. Don't cry. It's all right, it's okay. You need to calm down." 


That voice he loved so much, as sweet as honey and as bewitching as a siren's song. Maybe 
that melody was starting to get a little too overwhelming. 


"No!" He eventually snapped, backing away. "What's going on?!" 


The world was spinning. His world. 


His lover's face kept on appearing in front of his, his hands kept on resting on him, his fingers 
kept on grabbinghim. He wanted to flee without knowing where to go nor why, but it was as 
if a huge mallet was hammering his skull to nail him on the spot. The terrible realization 
weighed so heavily on his shoulders. It was actually too heavy, and Peter fought it. 


"I want you to tell me what's going on! I'm sick of mysteries, and lies! Tony, please!" 


"Hey, hey! Look at me!" 


He shook his head, maybe he tried to walk away too, but again Tony's hands held him back. 


"Look at me!" 


Everything summoned him to do the exact opposite. From the tips of his nails to the core of 
his heart. The taste of betrayal began to take place on his lips as the first tears rolled down his 
cheeks. 


"I'll tell you everything. I'll tell you everything you need to know. Everything. But for now, I 
implore you, follow me. You need to go back home." 


For the first time since their impromptu meeting, the man seemed just as desperate as he was. 
Distress, however, was a strange gleam in Tony's eyes, Peter could hardly remember any time 
when his savior looked genuinely afflicted in any way. Tony had always been apart from 
everything else he knew. This man was not like the others. He could hardly fall prey to 
human feelings such as desolation or fear. Yet... 


This made the young survivor want to push the pain out of his mate's face, more than 
anything he wanted to see him happy. But today, the notion of "home" triggered a shiver of 
repulsion in his body. 


Tony noticed. 


And almost as abruptly his gaze darkened into something significantly more menacing. This 
time, he didn't allow the boy the luxury of stepping back: his fingers tightened viciously on 
the small wrists. 


"Peter. Don't make me repeat myself. I hate this." 


With a short breath, Peter searched for something in his savior's darkened eyes. He searched, 
and realized he wasn't going to find what he wanted there. 


He discovered a darkness there that he had so earnestly ignored all this time. 


It scared him. 


Terribly. 


"Tony," he whispered faintly, the fear evident here even in his voice. "Please. Let go of me." 


The man's nostrils flared. The next moment, a cry of pain rang out as the teen's wrists were 
squeezed in a merciless iron grip. A snarl seemed to stretch Tony's features as the distance 
between them shrank drastically, leaving them practically nose to nose. Peter felt the man's 
hot breath filter through his exposed teeth as he hissed words like venom. 


"You're going to follow me. End of discussion, have I made myself clear?" 


His world was falling apart. 


It was like the sudden collapse of a building right above his head, a building where every 
foundation, every brick, every beam had been made by vile and cruel lies. All these lies were 
now raining down on him until he drowned in this infernal mass. 


Peter had not placed high hopes on his ability to run, even if his life was the essence of it. But 
when he bit down on the tender flesh of Tony's hand until he felt the acrid taste of blood 
staining his teeth and then turned to run as fast as his skinny legs could carry him, Peter was 
still chagrined when a bang sounded and a sharp pain pierced his upper back. 


He was unconscious before he hit the grass, convinced that Tony had murdered him. 


Perhaps he would have preferred it that way, rather than finding out more about all the 
slander that had been scripting his life all this time. 


He was crying. 


Since the moment he woke up, and Peter suspected he had been crying even before his 
eyelids had opened, even before his mind had reacquainted itself with reality. The grief was 
eating away at him to the deepest part of his being, until voices in his head came to whisper 
horrible things in his ear. 


You see? 


You should have known. 


You knew it. You just closed your eyes all this time. 


Naive, stupid child. 


A sharp pain in his heart like a stab; but it was only the expression of his grief. Peter groaned 
behind his gag and wriggled once more on the bed, trying to undo the bonds over his head 
that held him captive. He could roll onto his stomach and have his arms crossed, or he could 
remain on his back and look around the room in which he had regained consciousness. None 
of these options interested him, however. Peter's only willpower was in the strength he used 
to pull his wrists away - futile efforts. He kicked at nothing, screaming in anger, he squirmed, 
without result, he thrashed, without hope. 


Then there was nothing left but to cry even more, now with no strength left and only despair 
for company. 


It had all been a lie. 


An immense fabric of lies in which he had found himself trapped, like a fly that would have 
flown to the sun. He had been fooled beautifully for months and months. All this time 
without raising a single eyebrow or even the slightest suspicion, not the slightest doubt. 
Nothing but unbearable naivety that had led him to this point. Peter hated himself so badly 
for it. He was cursing himself. God, he was cursing himself a thousand times over. 


The streams of tears on his cheeks eventually dried up, and only then did he allow himself to 
better observe his surroundings. 


A bedroom, without a doubt. The bed on which he was held captive had a mattress big 
enough to accommodate three people; Peter couldn't remember the last time he had touched a 
fabric as soft as that blanket. Feeling it under his fingers could have made him want to wrap 
himself in it and fall asleep forever. Just like the walls, the few pieces of furniture in the room 
were made of wood. Though, unlike the ones in the bunker, they were impeccably polished 
with a thin layer of varnish. The wood looked ancient, but rich and solid. And then there was 
a large window to his left, half hidden by delicate, transparent curtains. 


There was still daylight. Although no sunlight penetrated the room, Peter felt dizzy from so 
much brightness all of sudden. It didn't help his headache. 


Peter cried again. 


It didn't help him, and it never would. But at that moment Peter was in control of nothing but 
his tears. Now that he was finally out of this rat hole, he felt more trapped than ever. 


His cheeks were not only colored with shame at his gullibility; there was also a hurricane of 
anger that just wanted to grow, grow and grow, until it exploded and destroyed everything in 
its path. This anger blew inside him violently. It quickly became impossible for the boy to 
ignore it - assuming he wanted to. Right now, anger was like a healing balm on his heart. 


However, he hadn't expected his fury to be so suddenly mixed with so many other emotions 
when the door opened. 


Peter let out a muffled growl as Tony entered the room, his dark eyes on his imprisoned 
silhouette. He didn't know what to expect - he didn't know anymore. He felt just like the day 
they met, as dazed as the first second their eyes met. Everything that had taken place between 
them had been a calumny. Nothing was the same as before. But despite this conviction Peter 
cursed himself once more when his entire body clamored for his lover's arms for a warm, 
comforting embrace. A shiver of self-loathing interrupted his weeping. 


"Peter, you're awake." 


He cried out and bit down on the cloth that overlapped his tongue. When Tony took a step 
closer with an expression that suggested a generous amount of pity, the boy wondered what 
he looked like at that moment. 


"Hey, sh, shh... here, don't move." The man sat down on the edge of the bed, advancing both 
hands to his captive's youthful face. If he noticed Peter's flinch, then he ignored it. "There." 


With the gag removed, Peter swallowed and coughed before relentlessly running his tongue 
over his parched lips. 


Then he screamed. 


He shouted. 


Tony closed his eyes but did not intervene. So, Peter yelled louder, he fought even harder, he 
shouted until he lost his voice. 


"HELP! PLEASE! HELP!" 


Unsurprisingly his throat began to burn, nevertheless it was not enough to counter the will he 
was putting into his distress calls. 


"SOMEONE! I BEG YOU!" 


A few more seconds passed in this way before a hand took hold of his cheek and the 
mechanic's voice came to tickle his ears. 


"It's useless, sweetheart. No one can hear you." 


"Don't touch me, you bastard!" Peter spat furiously, thrashing. "Don't touch me!" 


Tony had the nerve to stretch the corner of his mouth in an annoyed pout, showing his 
aversion to being contradicted. He visibly restrained himself from making a hurtful remark - 
Peter would bet his hand on it - and opted instead for another attempt to reason with him. 


"The gag was only to protect you. You're grinding your teeth in your sleep." He flipped his 
hand to stroke the boy's cheek with the back of his phalanges. "But I assure you. We're alone 
here." 


The words drained the blood from Peter's face even though Tony spoke them as happy news, 
a secret just for them in complete privacy. 


Tony only withdrew his hand when Peter frankly expressed his disgust at the physical 
contact. 


"What did you do to me?" the boy accused as he squinted his eyes. 


He could still feel a tingling in his back where he had been shot just before he lost 
consciousness. In addition, his senses were numb and his eyelids heavy. He felt as if he was 
tired after a long, long day, while he had only just managed to open his eyes. Drugs, he 
concluded without Tony needing to confirm it. 


"You're fine," the man promised with a look that was both tender but steady. "I swear. I mean 
p bg 
you no harm." 


A laugh escaped the boy despite himself. He didn't know where the effrontery came from, but 
it served him well at that moment. Tony didn't seem to pick up on it, which might have been 
surprising coming from someone who placed a special emphasis on respect. 


A small ringing sounded; Tony placed his hand over his watch, which immediately fell 
silent. 


aon 


"Not now, Fri'." He murmured; his dark eyes still riveted on his partner. 


Inside his eyes, Peter once again recognized pity. It was even more obvious when the boy 
whimpered in discomfort as he pulled at his bonds. But Tony did not release him. He stared 
intently at him and that was all. It didn't take long for Peter to lose what little patience he had 
left. 


"What's the meaning of this?!" 


"It wasn't supposed to go down like that." Tony snorted, with an ounce of what looked like 
shame. 


"That's not a fucking answer!" 


A lot of things had turned out to be wrong over the last few months - Peter was still afraid to 
find out just how wrong. But he refused to interpret Tony's non-verbal behavior and facial 
expressions in any way other than what he had become accustomed to. He refused to admit 
that he could have been fooled to that extent. 


Deep down, Peter was convinced that something real had been established between them. It 
had to be. 


You couldn't fake love that perfectly. 


Nibbling nervously on the inside of his cheek, Tony looked like he was on the verge of a 
precipice. He looked like a man who was about to risk everything. As it turned out, Peter 
hadn't fallen far from reality with his presumption. 


"Pete, listen. Everything can still work out; we don't have to fight or be unhappy. You can 
pretend nothing happened, and I swear I'll do the same." 


One second, Peter caught himself relishing the honeyed voice of his boyfriend. Only after 
that realization, the anger rose in his throat. He tugged furiously at his restraints and shouted, 
"Are you kidding me? Damn it Tony, this is not a joke! This absurd farce has gone on long 
enough, I don't want to play your stupid game anymore!" 


A sinister anger reflected in the man's somber eyes. His jaw clenched. 


"I've never done anything but look out for you." 


"Liar!" 


Tony looked marginally more irritated but didn't answer. At that same point, Peter heard the 
chirping of a bird through the window. 


Although he was out of tears, he still had enough strength left to break down in ugly and loud 
sobs. He refused to imagine what he might look like in his current position, convinced that he 
might faint from embarrassment. He was so stupid. So naive. 


Silly, silly, silly... 


The prospect of getting into this discussion made him want to vomit - to say the least - but he 
couldn't afford the luxury of putting it off any longer. If he couldn't do it now, he would never 
have the courage. Peter knew that. 


"You've been lying to me all along." He accused without superfluous detours. "You told me 
that going out was the same as dying, that the air outside was poison that could kill you in a 
handful of minutes if you breathed it, that everything was just dust and ashes... Tony, for 
God's sake... you lied to me?" 


His black eyes were so intense that Peter continued to shiver like a leaf from outside. Tony 
nodded so subtly that Peter almost missed him. 


"The bombing, and-and the bombs? The bombs, Tony. Was that real?" 


A saddened drawl. "No." 


"The apocalypse?" 


"No " 


"All those dead people?" 


"No " 


Lies, and lies, and lies. 


Tony played with his fingers, reminding Peter of a child caught with his hand in the cookie 
jar, a child who seemed to express more annoyance at having been unmasked than shame at 
having committed this mischief. 


He had been stupid enough to believe this nonsense. It had taken him an eternity and even 
then, even when the realization hit him, he still had to wait for confirmation from his captor's 
mouth to feel his heart officially tear itself to pieces. The sensation of the emptiness that was 
opening up beneath him was dizzying. 


A painful, cruel, and deadly fall. 


His head fell again on the pillow in a small thud of crumpling. Peter felt at first apathetic, 
numb to the depths of his soul. 


So, this was betrayal? His whole world falling apart and him mourning so terribly that he 
feared he would turn to dust with the rest? That horrible feeling of wishing he belonged 
forever to nothingness rather than prolonging this suffering? 


The boy wished he could sleep. He would have liked to close his eyelids and escape this 
reality. 


But Tony spoke. 


"It's not as bad as it sounds. It's just some vulgar details that you don't need to be happy. I can 
fix this." 


His voice sounded distant and muffled. It wasn't long, however, before Peter noticed that his 
own thoughts rang far away, like the last repetition of an echo in the mountains of ice. 
Perhaps Tony viewed this as a form of docility that pleased him, as his face brightened 
perceptibly, and his body arched closer to the boy's inert form. 


"Think about it." he urged cheerfully. "It could be perfect." 


His hand was back on his cheek. "You and me, forever. No more ridiculous lies, no more 
sneaking, and no more misery. I will protect you from the whole world, and you, ma douce 
colombe, love of my life, would only have to live hidden and happy, safe from everything, 
from anything that could harm you. No more fears, no more pain. I will destroy without 
restraint all that will hinder your smiles. Isn't that the very definition of a perfect and joyful 
life? Doesn't that sound wonderful and beyond anything anyone could dream?" 


The last time Peter had heard Tony speak so passionately was when he was declaring his love 
and his absolute need to protect him. 


He understood how sincere Tony was in his madness. He recognized the same sick 
confidence that had carefully woven each of his lies. It was right there, shining in his eyes 
like a thousand stars in the night. Peter accepted the fact that he had been a fool, to the point 
where it was sadly painful to admit it, even to himself, but he also realized that, somehow, he 
hadn't been the only one of the two to embrace this story. 


Did Tony actually value himself as the good guy in this story? Peter asked himself the 
question relentlessly as flashes buzzed through his mind. 


"T can't go to Germany. I have homework." 


It was painful. 


Everything was getting confused, and his fatigue was threatening to overtake everything else. 
However, Peter knew he couldn't let go yet, not when he had all these questions on the edge 
of his lips. He clenched his fists, ready to go to the point of siding with Tony's ideology to 
convince him to reveal more. It was risky, and against his nature, but it appeared in him as a 
survival instinct: lying and manipulation. In his condition fighting was out of the question. 
Thus comered he had to give Tony a reason to provide him what he wanted so badly, namely 
answers - everything he had been demanding since day one. Peter, determined, driven by a 
new energy, decided to feed his captor with hope. 


Hope was dangerous. Hope could drive a person insane. Peter knew that better than anyone, 
and so he drew an ounce of satisfaction from imagining himself stuffing Tony with it. 


"T-Tony. I can't stand this anymore. I can't." 


Sensing compassion in those black eyes he loved profusely revolted Peter as much as it 
comforted him. His body conjured that attention even as it was his poison. 


"Baby," the man cooed softly. "I'm so sorry for putting you through so much stress. I promise 
to make it all bet-" a new notification from the watch. "Damn it, F.R.I.D.A.Y., not now, give 
me a fucking break." 


If Peter had felt foolish before, he could only relive that embarrassment once more when his 
primary reaction was to feel a new pang of betrayal when he thought of the artificial 
intelligence in the bunker. She was nothing human, of course, and yet Peter had seen her as 
his confidant and protector in the moments when Tony was away from him, he had taken her 
into his heart as a fellow traveler in whom he could place his full trust. 


Idiot. 


Wishing to drive this double betrayal out of his mind, the boy hastened to resume speaking. 


"We shouldn't have secrets from each other, Tony. It isn't healthy. I can't be happy if you keep 
the truth from me." 


Tony's silence was respectful, but Peter unmasked without much difficulty his eagerness to 
counter it, or perhaps to justify himself. 


"I love you. I love you so much. But I need you to tell me the truth. I need you to be honest 
with me. Please don't leave me in the dark. I have suffered for many months; I have been a 
half-empty shell. It's... it's inhuman. Please, don't let me go through this again." 


Peter tugged at his restraints when he had the reflex to reach out a hand to his savior - no, his 
captor - he had never been saved. 


"Please?" 


After a brief moment of reflection Tony exhaled harshly, obviously tense. "I'm not sure this is 
a good idea for you. You're tired, and the answers probably won't sit well with you. You 
know...sometimes ignorance is the best course of action." 


Peter cursed himself (again) for all the times he had been gullible enough to believe Tony's 
words. He had naturally let his guard down over time as trust built up in his heart. But today 
the boy had almost forgotten what it was like to stand up to him. Yet he had to. 


Tony couldn't win. 


"Why am I having all these problems with my memory?" Peter asked promptly, a question he 
placed above everything else. "What did you do to me?" 


One of the muscles in the man's jaw twitched as Tony stirred uncomfortably on the edge of 
the bed. 


"I reckoned your memories were a burden I could relieve you of." He confessed in a breath. 
"So that's what I did before I took you to the bunker. I erased it from you to keep you safer. It 
had to be done." 


"Am I an Avenger now?" 


"Tt wasn't a hug." 


"We're not there yet." 


Now, Peter was relieved to be tied up. He didn't know how many teeth Tony might have lost 
if he could have shoved his fist in his face in response to that revelation. The thought 
surprised and frightened him at the same time. 


"You made me have amnesia?" 


A small nod. 


"But... how? You told me you found me dying but- but I don't remember anything anyway. 
What really happened?" 


Considering the strained features on the engineer's face, the memory did not seem pleasant. 


"Well... actually, I drew on reality to justify your amnesia. You were hurt. I had to do 
something and make a decision." He slid a glance to the screen of his watch. "Tell me, angel. 
Are you familiar with the different types of amnesia that exist in this world? Hm? No? Let's 
keep it simple, I'll spare you all the details of brain biology. There are three different kinds. 
You use one of them when you write, when you ride a bike, when you talk, or when you use a 
screwdriver: it's the procedural memory. You don't know you're using it, but you do it all the 
time anyway. And fortunately! It would be a hell of an inconvenience if you had to think 
about which foot to put in front of the other whenever you're walking, don't you think?" 


Peter didn't laugh, so Tony continued once his smile had faded. 


"Second, there are cases of post-traumatic stress disorder that could be summarized as a show 
of mercy by our own brains to protect us from our own experiences." 


Unsurprisingly, Tony didn't linger in explanations about this amnesia. He didn't need to, since 
that was the excuse he had selected to legitimize the boy's loss of memory during his entire 
captivity. 


"That leaves us with retrograde amnesia, the kind that attacks long-term memory." 


Somberly, Peter concluded what remained in suspension without yet being confessed. 
"You've robbed me of my long-term memory. Just that?" he added wryly. "How?" 


"I used my laboratories and personal resources to create a unique injection that would 
damage your hippocampus and inhibit neural exchanges between your synapses." 


In simpler words, Tony had deliberately reshaped his memories to prevent them from nesting 
in his cortex. 


He had deprived him of something extremely precious as if it had been one of his rights. This 
thought, though clouded by a colossal amount of anger, led Peter to question the mechanic's 
motives. Tony told him it had been to protect him. But from what? And why? The truth had 
just been revealed: no apocalypse. So why would Tony Stark, aka Iron Man, use his 
intellectual brilliance for a boy he didn't even want to hug? What had led them to this 
situation today? 


Peter found himself in a situation that he found terribly familiar: the more answers he got, the 
more he was overwhelmed by the weight of questions that were piling up at a frightening 
rate. Nothing seemed to satisfy or relieve him; it was an endless circle. The questions 
continued to jostle with violence in his tired, exhaustedskull, and his headache only 
increased. 


"Tf you're nothing without that suit, then you shouldn't have it." 


It was almost too much to bear. He wondered if Tony could see how much pain he was in his 
face, if disappointment was written deep in his eyes. He hoped so. 


As perfidious as it sounded, Peter wanted his abductor to suffer at least as much as he was 
suffering, if not a hundredfold. He wanted Tony to not miss a single beat. He wanted so 
desperately to see justice delivered for what was taken from him. His memories, every single 
one of them, every single moment of his life had been supposed to belong to him, and in no 
way were they meant to be at Tony's whim. Still, Tony had not shied away from harvesting 
what was his, and orchestrating an appalling fiction that suited his so-called perfect world. In 
all of this, Peter was a mere puppet, docile enough to have his strings used for his own selfish 
purposes. 


Tony had played him. This man - this monster - had been using him all along, since before 
the bunker. A perfect pawn. 


Naive, dumb, gullible, usable, fuckable. 


"I only wanted your well-being." The man had the nerve to add after a minute of silence 
during which the boy had stared at him with unmistakable hatred. 


"You kidnapped me." 


"I took you to a safe place!" 


"You stole my life!" 


"Don't talk about what you don't know!" Tony raged. 


There it was again, that contempt that Tony Stark had a secret for. That face that contorted 
into a scowl that expressed in every way how much he valued himself above others. Tony 
could only be happy in a world where he was right, and everyone else was beneath him. That 
was his reality. 


Peter's first mistake was to cross his path. 


Damn, damn, damn... so stupid. So much could have been avoided if he had been able to 
identify the evil at first glance. He hadn't, however, and now he was in the wolf's den, 
trapped, alone, and scared. 


Peter had made a huge mistake. 


But he wasn't the real culprit. It was Tony. All this, all the time, every second, it was Tony. 
Because of him, about him, and for him. Tony. 


Tony had done this. 


"Hey, I didn't mean to yell so loud." A concerned frown now appeared on his captor's face. 
The man leaned toward him, hand ready to caress his face despite the obvious disgust in 
Peter's distraught eyes. "Baby, you're breathing too fast. You've got to pull yourself together... 
fuck, I told you. This was a bad idea, you can't handle the stress." 


Just like that, Peter thought he was going to die of fury when the incandescent wave swept 
through his system. He was boiling from the inside out. If Tony's words had once had a 
poignant and touching effect on him, the complete opposite was now happening. This time, 
Peter's heart refused to translate that contempt into protection. He was beside himself. 


"Breathe, ma belle colombe. Breathe with me?" 


No. No, never again with him, never again anything with him, never again near him, with 
him, or for him. Peter wanted him as far away as the universe would allow. The words stuck 


in his throat along with his breath, and he felt his windpipe close up from the inside. 


Naturally, he struggled. 


Tony stood over him, hands close to his face - too close. If the rational part of Peter was 
telling him that his captor was only venturing out to support him, there was still another part 
of him that kept pushing him to reject this face he was so madly in love with. Peter shouted 
furiously when fingers brushed his forehead, he wrestled fiercely like a drunken devil and 
pulled on his bonds, feet waving everywhere he could aim, and suddenly- 


With a strength neither human nor suspected, Peter broke his restraints and shoved Tony so 
forcefully that the man was thrown across the room until he collided with the opposite wall. 
He collapsed to the floor, coughing, on his knees and holding the space between his chest and 
stomach with one hand, as Peter found himself striding toward him, a pang of unwelcome 
guilt tugging at his mind. It wasn't until he met the bewildered gaze of his bunker mate that 
he realized at least one thing: the thick rope that had been wrapped around his wrists had 
been cleanly broken. Before Peter had a chance to understand what had occurred, his 
headache caused him to fall to the ground, his two hands gripping his hair so tightly that he 
could have torn it out. 


"The fight against the Vulture had been rough. Peter marveled that he could still be 
breathing, especially when every new breath of air into his lungs - probably punctured for 
one of them - seemed like a luxury. Everything had taken on great proportions so quickly, and 
events had followed one after another without giving him time to develop a plan of attack in 
order to protect the plane, or to fully understand the scope of the situation. 


Perhaps by going after the flying machine he had accepted the possibility of never returning. 
Perhaps that was why he had persisted so fiercely to the end, even when all hope seemed to 
be slipping away. 


Nevertheless, he had wanted to undo his mistakes and do what his heart dictated. 


He had wanted to make Mr. Stark proud of him. 


He had wanted to be the person Spider-Man was: a hero for the greats and the smalls, 
without discrimination, without the subjectivity of the notion that merit was. He had acted 
and fixed the situation; for better or for worse. 


Peter knew he should have died that night. He had traded his life for a good deed that would 
have put a smile on his face once he was curled up in his grave. Instead, his broken body was 
found on the beach. He was taken far away and woke up in a place he had only had the 
privilege of seeing once in his life: Iron Man's private labs. 


That was what he had naively told himself at first when he noticed all those electrical devices 
and screens, all those wires and lights. Peter had no difficulty whatsoever in recognizing his 
mentor's technology, the same technology he had protected at the peril of his life a few hours 
earlier. However, a better observation of his surroundings would have made him notice that 
the room was more like a hospital area. 


Mr. Stark was near him in a flash. "Kid. Are you awake yet?" 


"Ouch." Peter replied with a grimacing smile. "That hurt." 


It was rare to hear the man laugh genuinely, yet a small chuckle escaped his mouth as he 
pushed his hands into his pockets. 


"T bet. You gave me quite a scare, kid. You know that?" 


"Yeah, about that..." the teen bit his lips, feeling for the first time the gash that split them. 
"I'm sorry about your plane." 


"Forget it. I can make thousands of those like this one." 


Peter felt like he was on cloud; the relief was so great. Or maybe it was the bed that was so 
damn comfortable? It could almost have made him forget some of his wounds, like that huge 


gash that crossed the palm of his hand. He could also feel deep sutures on his cheekbone. Did 
Mr. Stark personally took care of him? 


An awkward yet pleasant silence enveloped them. Peter was just too tired to speak, and he 
still felt small next to the great Tony Stark. His silence was careful and respectful. Despite the 
man's words, he wasn't sure if he was going to get in trouble or not for the Vulture incident. 
Probably yes, because he remembered that despite the rescued technology, he had still 
deliberately disobeyed orders. Eventually it was Tony who broke the suspension. 


"I'm sorry I was neglectful of you, kiddo. I thought that if I kept you at bay from these 
problematic missions, away from the Accords and- and far from me, then maybe I could keep 
you safe from these scum and the dangers of the job. I thought I was right in deciding that it 
was for the best to let you be on your own." 


"Sir, you don't owe me anything, I-" 


"I should have known better. I'm the adult, I'm supposed to be better, and smarter, and 
superior. I know the drill. I should have listened to myself." 


Peter already possessed his own set of guilt. Thus confronted with his mentor's plea and 
exposed to the man's doubts, Peter remained perplexed. And then there was that annoying 
buzz on the back of his neck, like tingles that wouldn't stop bothering him. He ignored it. 


"IT should have listened to myself from the beginning." Tony repeated more softly, just before 
his dark stare settled on him. Darker. More threatening. And more desolate. 


"Sir." Peter frowned. 


The tingling in his neck intensified, but it was already too late. He had preferred to disregard 
them for too long in favor of his trust in his mentor. His desire for approval had been too 
great. With a wave of his hand, Tony summoned particles that spread from the bars of the 
medical bed and over the boy's body. Red and gold metal straps pinned Peter to the mattress, 
two over his legs, one over his torso, and one for each arm. He was trapped before he could 
even scream. 


"Sir?!" 


His chest began to ache again, though it was almost a negligible pain compared to the 
tugging on his neck. 


Tony took a step forward and dipped a hand into the inside pocket of his suit. He pulled out a 
long, thin black box, similar to an eyeglass case. But when he opened it, a syringe was 
nestled in the center on a dark red velvet interior. 


"What the fuck is this?! What are you doing?!" the young hero panicked as he fought against 
his captivity. "Release me, I don't like this!" 


"I'm sorry, kid." 


"No, don't come near me! You have no right!" 


"I'm sorry." 


"No, no, no no no NO NO NO-" 


His pleas were useless, in the end. The needle pierced the tender skin of his throat anyway 
and fire was poured into his veins. 


It was as if a bomb had been dropped on him. His body imploded from the inside and was 
reduced to ashes. It was like the apocalypse. 


The pain swallowed his screams and plunged him into darkness." 


Breathless, Peter released his hair and turned on his heels toward Tony. They stared at each 
other like two predators. 


And for the first time, the engineer seemed to be the one caught up in the realization as he 
stared at the broken ropes still knotted at the head of the bed. His face blanched, but Peter 
didn't miss the brief glimmer of panic that was reflected in the darkness of his eyes. However, 
it was immediately replaced by a clearly irritated frown. 


"Let me guess. You didn't take your vitamins, did you?" 


Peter might have felt more hurt if he hadn't already given up hope on his companion. He 
didn't think he could get any angrier than he already was. So, this confession which was not 
really a confession at least allowed him to get one answer out of many. 


Of course, even the vitamins had been crap. Peter understood Tony's insistence on those pills 
- it had been just another of his tricks to entrap him and bend him to his will. 


Piece by piece, the puzzle was being rebuilt. He guessed he was still missing a few pieces, 
but he could make out the picture that was forming. 


Ben was dead. 


Aunt May had never heard from him after the Homecoming ball. 


And the vitamins Tony had offered him for his health had turned out to be another vice to 
hurt him. 


Tony- Mr. Stark was no longer the great hero he wanted to emulate. He was no longer the 
man who would fight for the survival of mankind, nor was he the man who would provide 
joy and comfort to him in the depths of the earth. None of it had been true. In the end, their 
story had been a mere tragic abduction. 


"You had one thing to do, damn it! You had to take your fucking pills! Was it complicated?!" 
the man exclaimed, throwing his arms in the air. "Maybe we wouldn't be in this position now, 
if you'd only obeyed like a good boy. Why do you always have to ruin everything, Peter?! I 
gave you everything, you had only one instruction to live happily and safely with me! Just 
one! Now everything is going wrong!" 


Peter suddenly remembered how much he hated outbursts. Especially Tony's. Now he wasn't 
ashamed to admit it, and he finally agreed to listen to his intuition: Tony scared him. 


"You weren't supposed to get your strength back, nor your memory! If I had left you with 
your mutant abilities, then you would have reversed the effects of the first injection... I had to 
find a way to neutralize your powers over the long term. For that, you just had to swallow a 
pill. One single pill. It should have worked." An ominous laugh echoed through the room. "I 
guess I shouldn't have trusted you so much, should I?" 


"Stop it.” 


"What, didn't you want to be a big boy?" 


"Stop it, Tony. This is too much. You went too far." 
p y. 


"JT went too far?!" Tony took three big strides in his direction. They were now close enough to 
one another to touch. "Everything I did was for you! All that time I spent with you, I did it for 
you, because I wanted to protect you!" 


In turn, Peter raised his voice. "I never asked you for anything! You manipulated me and 
tricked me! Don't make me feel guilty when you're the one who's completely mad!" 


Tony looked hurt. 


"You ungrateful brat." 


"If I'm just an ungrateful brat, then take back everything you have given me! I don't care! 
Take back this life you've imposed on me and stay as far away from me as possible! Then I'll 
finally have a chance to be safe!" 


Safety. Over the past year, this notion has played a vital role in their daily lives. Everything 
had been tied to it when it came to surviving the aftermath of the apocalypse every day. 
Now... now Peter wasn't sure it could possibly mean anything. He didn't feel safe anymore. It 
was nothing more than a utopian, fanciful concept. 


His neck began to vibrate uncomfortably, again. Tony's watch beeped as well, but they both 
ignored the notification in favor of the argument that was animating the room vividly. 


"I want to leave this place." 


A sarcastic laugh shook the man's shoulders. "And go where? Huh? This is your home. You 
said so yourself, and we've lived there happily." He recalled their life that was based on lies 
as if it still deserved to be a reference after all those terrible revelations. 


"I want to go back to May. I want my aunt." 


Briefly, the boy hated himself for appearing so young and scared. But he was gradually being 
pushed to the limit, and his desires were becoming desperate. He hadn't lied: he couldn't take 
it anymore. It had to end. He wanted to go home. 


Everything had happened quickly, and Peter had barely had time to learn the terrible truth 
before he found himself captive again. Still, his brain was racing in his skull as the 
excitement kicked in. The mention of his beloved aunt made him remember New York, his 
hometown, the people he had taken under his wing as a being with useful abilities, and so 
many other things that brought to his lips a single word whose meaning he could have 
forgotten. Freedom. 


But these words did not please Tony. If Peter thought "freedom," then Tony had his own 
word. 


"No " 


"You can't be serious..." 


"That's not gonna happen, sorry to disappoint you. The answer is no. You're not leaving this 
house." 


His heart began to make quite a ruckus in his chest and the blood rushed to his ears. Fear and 
anger combined against him. His neck was on fire. 


"Tony-that's...that's enough." 


"No " 


"Tony-" 


"I said no! You stay here!" 


Peter took a step back at the hostile tone directed at him. He wondered what kind of 
expression was painted on his face, but the answer was somehow in the mechanic's reaction. 


Iron Man's armor spread over Tony's entire body, except for his face. 


At this sight Peter hiccupped in surprise and took another step away. He had nothing with 
him. No suit, let alone his web shooters. He wasn't even sure if he had recovered all of his 


powers. If a fight with the man he loved was what was in store for him then all was lost for 
him, Peter knew he was defeated before he even attempted a single move. 


He could not have been more betrayed than he had been. Yet, at that very second, Tony had 
just betrayed him again by arming himself against him. 


The ultimate realization was that there was no happy ending. His heart was broken. 


Raising a repulsor in his direction, Iron Man growled, "You're going to follow me." 


Tt hurt. 


"Tony, please..." 


Tt hurt, it hurt, it hurt. 


"You will not resist me." 


Tt hurt, it hurt, it hurt, it hurt, it hurt- 


"Tony..." he felt the tears on his cheeks. Then the pain that spread through his body. He 
sobbed loudly, as he felt something horrible about to happen. Again. "I don't feel so good." 


And he turned to dust under Tony's horrified gaze. 


Chapter End Notes 


Let me thank you a second time for your support. I could be sadistic and stop at this bad 
ending, a part of me wants to. But I am pleased to announce that a little more misery is 
ahead! 


Now that this first part is complete, I'm sharing a list with you that includes all the clues 
that could have put you on the right track to the final twist (you can have fun finding 
them through a second reading) 


1) Tony seemed desperate to find survivors, which was his main motivation throughout 
the chapters. But he was quite cold to Peter at the beginning, from the very first minute 
of their "meeting". Odd, for someone so eager to protect survivors... (Tony was 
somehow perplexed, unsure of himself and his decision. It all happened so quickly after 
the Vulture incident.) Let's say it was an inconsistency in his behavior. 


2) If the material losses from the bombing were almost total, as Tony announced, how 
was he going to resupply the bunker by going to loot the remaining buildings around the 
bunker during the expeditions? 


3) Tony's beard. It grows when they are underground, but when Tony returns from 
outside, it is completely shaved. Was Tony taking the risk of removing some of his 
equipment to restore his beauty? (Example in chapter 11). However, when Tony returns 
from outside in chapter 15, when he is sick and his return seems rushed, his beard is 
luxuriously sculpted. The reality is that he was growing a beard so that he could appear 
normal when he comes up to the surface to make public appearances with his signature 
beard. Before he comes down, he has to remove the evidence. 


4) Their main source of power was solar panels while they were in a supposed winter. 
The sky was described as gray because of the nuclear winter. Too bad, Tony. 


5) Tony mentioned the destruction of Queens to question May's survival after the 
bombing. Peter had not yet remembered that he had lived in that neighborhood at the 
time, so Tony was not supposed to mention it (chapter 16). 


6) Tony used a camera to show to Peter pictures of Brooklyn monuments and buildings 
remains on his way back from an expedition when they should have been destroyed, 
since that neighborhood took the brunt of the damage (bomb impact zone). 


7) Tony is excessively sorry and guilty after the earthquakes (as if he is really guilty... 
almost as if he caused them, somehow). Chapter 17. 


And, that's it (I think). Rendez-vous soon! 


End Notes 


English ins’t my mother tongue. In order to post my chapters, I have with me a wonderful 
beta reader who help me through the writing. (Here her tumblr: 
https://harmonichellfire.tumblr.com/ ) 


Though, Ill answer the comments by myself. Thus, there might be some mistakes here and 
there. Be indulgent :) 


And, of course, feel free to leave a comment to share your reactions! 


Please drop by the Archive and comment to let the creator know if you enjoyed their work! 


